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Classrooms: A Comparative Case Study 
(Under the direction of Dr. Cheryl Bolick) 
 
This comparative case study analyzes curricular and instructional approaches to white supremacy 
and racism in high school U.S. History classes. Using interviews, classroom observation, and 
instructional artifacts from three teachers in one school district, the study reveals the nature of 
teacher commitments to teach about and through the country’s white supremacist and racist 
legacies, and the place of these commitments in the context of their school settings. Early life 
and pre-professional experiences supported teacher rejections of narrow, nationalist conceptions 
of history education. However, these dispositions were mostly enacted outside of the formal 
support of the school and district, threatening teacher ability to undertake significant curricular 
and instructional revision in the face of other professional responsibilities. Furthermore, teacher 
rejections of triumphalist, idealist narratives of the country remain unsupported by nationalist 
conceptions of history education. The author recommends support for teachers that works from 
geographically and temporally bounded historical elements of white supremacy and racism to 
engage in a power struggle with dominant forms of knowledge. Negotiation of school restrictions 
then follows on firm, achievable commitments to exposing the historical elements of racist 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 
Purpose of the Study 
 This dissertation is informed by a desire to more specifically confront the operation of 
white1 supremacy in the country and its place in the classroom The longstanding white project of 
upholding a racial order through violence, the law, and an exclusive social and intellectual fable 
about white superiority persists (Ansley, 1989; Brown & Au, 2014; Brown & Urrieta, 2010; 
Mills 1997; Mills 2017; Painter, 2010; Wells, 1997). My study acknowledges the powerful role 
that belief plays in the classroom and therefore how the U.S. History classroom is entangled with 
the pervasive national project of white supremacy and racism. That acknowledgment is not 
principally an accusatory finger in the direction of teachers, nor is it an excuse for practices that 
uphold systemic racism. Instead, I begin from a place that recognizes that the work of teachers 
and students is bound up with the deep features of racialization in the United States (Brown, 
2014; Lewis, 2001; Leonardo, 2015; Omi & Winant, 2014).  
I studied the place of white supremacist and racist legacies in the North Carolina high 
school U.S. History classroom through an analysis of the teacher decision-making process. This 
qualitative comparative case analyzed how 3 teachers navigate the country’s troubling racist 
inheritances alongside classroom resources and standards. In uncovering the aspects that 
 
1 In this dissertation I capitalize Black and other ethno-racial categories but not white (Crenshaw, 
1991). I do this not to establish whiteness as a de-racialized norm. I believe the distinction 
highlights whiteness as a collection of fictions and desires for control and status, apart from other 
racial identities with more meaningful attachments. Capitalization procedures alone don’t 




influence teacher decision-making, the goal of my research was two-fold. First, this research 
contributes to a timely and vital discussion about how teachers can push beyond the restrictions 
of nationalist traditions in the curriculum. Second, this research uncovered how teachers 
navigated the complex tension between personal belief, institutional limitations at the local, state 
and national level, and the professional community of their school. My study asked the following 
questions.: 
How do high school U.S. History teachers interpret the place of white supremacy and 
racism in the country’s history? 
How do high school U.S. History teachers incorporate the white supremacist legacies of 
the United States into their instruction, curriculum, and their selection of student 
resources? 
What factors impact teacher decision-making around the place of white supremacy and 
racism in U.S. History classes? 
Questions of belief, ideology and purpose play a significant role in teacher decision-
making (Castro, 2010; Knowles, 2018; Ross, 2006; Vickery, 2017). Teachers serve as 
gatekeepers, and the decisions they make regarding materials and lesson design are inherently 
informed by individual and collective racial projects (Klein, 2017; Ross, 2006; Omi & Winant, 
2014). They have to account for the reality of their communities in their decision-making. My 
work has put me in contact with educators from many types of communities, and it is abundantly 
clear that they face different challenges.  This study attends to the particular circumstances of 
these teachers while providing useful insight into the process of incorporating the history of U.S. 
white supremacy and racism more fully into U.S. History classes. 
U.S. History teachers work with and through a curated vision of American society 
(Brown & Brown, 2015; Journell, 2008; Journell, 2009; King & Swartz, 2014; Lathan, 2013; 
Loewen, 2007). They face structures and objects of knowledge so entrenched that doing so 
requires not just a consideration of how to contest, or manipulate, or filter the historical canon, 




textbooks, and broader narratives about the country go by many names. They are referred to as 
“taken for granteds” (Hall, 1985),  “common sense” (Cuenca & Hawkman, 2019; Mills, 2018), 
“master narrative” (Alridge, 2006; Brown & Brown, 2015; King & Swartz, 2014; Woodson, 
2016; Woodson, 2017), or part of the communication of norms and values as “hidden 
curriculum” (Jackson, 1968; McKinney, 2004; Pinar & Bowers, 1992). Acknowledging that fact 
is not a pessimistic concession to dominant ideologies. It opens up lines of investigation for me 
as a researcher and teacher educator. Additionally, it is an invitation to consider alternative 
frameworks for understanding national history and to create more space for student perspectives 
to counter the constraints of nationalism.  
Inspired by both the literature and my own experience, I undertook preliminary 
investigations of the place of white supremacy and curriculum and practice before taking on this 
larger study. To that end, I have investigated both the conventional curriculum of U.S. History 
textbooks as well as teacher rationale for explicitly covering white supremacy and white violence 
in their classes. Prior to embarking on this research, I completed a pilot study of three U.S. 
History teachers in North Carolina, analyzing their lesson plans on white violence in the 
historical U.S. South. I also interviewed these teachers to uncover their relation to nationalist 
narratives and the factors impacting their teaching decisions. That study revealed that, with 
resources, freedom, and purpose, teachers may counter the racist exclusions of conventional 
curriculum (Stutts, 2020). I also learned that attachments to an idealist vision of the United States 
still have a tight grip on the logic that underpins lesson design and resource selection.  
These investigations sat alongside my formal role as a pre-service teacher educator and 




encounter with both the overt and hidden operation of white supremacy in the U.S. History 
classroom is a necessary direction that has practical applications in the classroom. 
Motivation for the Study 
 National attention to the continued presence of white supremacy in the United States is 
reflected in a growing concern that schools must do a better job of preparing students to face the 
country’s political and racial reality (Brown, 2018). Broad appeals to white identity by many in 
the government and our civil society raises the stakes for history teachers in North Carolina 
schools. The removal of Confederate memorials across the South has increased national attention 
to the processes of Southern memory and the enduring role that white supremacist legacies play 
in the present. The local takedown of these racist relics on campus here at UNC-Chapel Hill and 
in surrounding communities contributes to a local and regional sense of urgency (Lowery, 2018). 
In my own work as a high school teacher, I asked high school students to investigate Confederate 
memorials and clarify their own positions on their existence among us. Then, that kind of work 
with students felt important, but less supported by a prominent national conversation in the 
media, when open encounters with white supremacy were on the back page. Now, it seems that 
more teachers are called, willingly or not, to address the central place of white supremacy in U.S. 
History (Anderson & Zyhowski, 2018; Kendi, 2018). 
An open encounter with white supremacy in the North Carolina high school classroom 
feels like a topic that is of the moment, but educators need to sustain the rightful place of this 
theme in U.S. History classes going forward. My research and work with teachers contribute to a 
new dynamic where classrooms are not scrambling to respond to this national conversation. 
Instead, high school U.S. history classrooms may be prepared to deal with each new reminder of 




classrooms more closely reflect the world beyond the door, and also respect the dignity of all 
students whose reality is inconsistent with the narrow, nationalist attachments found in many 
resources (An, 2016; Brown & Brown, 2015; Lathan, 2013; Loewen, 2007; Nelson, 2001; Ross 
& Vinson, 2011). 
This study is also in part sparked by the unique geography of my upbringing. Due to 
family circumstances, I spent the weekdays of my childhood my with mom in Washington, DC, 
the nation’s capital, and weekends in Richmond, Virginia, the old capital of the Confederacy, 
with my dad. I traveled back and forth between cities that shared a common bond of segregation 
and a legacy of racial injustice. Those legacies operated in distinct ways that helped me see at an 
early age that racism and racialization was pervasive, but its operation was dependent on the 
unique features of two distinct communities.  
My inspiration for this study also comes partly from my own experience in social studies 
classrooms as a teacher and teacher educator and a growing awareness of my own participation 
in white racial projects (Omi & Winant. 2014). I came into the classroom 15 years ago, like so 
many, overwhelmed by the curricular, pedagogical, and relational demands of the job. My 
privilege as a white, male teacher who did not live daily under racism’s relentless operation 
meant that I could hold gnawing discomfort about the curriculum at bay. I did not particularly 
care for the idealist, progressive vision of early 20th century America. Textbooks, standards, and 
district resources narrated rising skylines, expanding empire, and the rosy promise of free 
markets, barely complicated by an insular white, predominantly male creative class. Despite my 
displeasure, I attended to what seemed at the time like the more pressing demands of teacher 
competence: looming standardized tests, an orderly classroom, and approval from a 




As my experience and professional status grew, I felt more determined to openly 
challenge both the overt and hidden features of white and nationalist curriculum. Student 
investigations of the place of Confederate monuments, inquiry projects on the racial dynamics in 
play in Los Angeles, California in the early 1990s were attempts to resists what I increasingly 
saw as a racist intellectual history that denied the real experiences of the students. This was a 
satisfying direction, one that energized me and for a few years held off personal doubt about my 
ability to persist as a classroom teacher for the remainder of my professional life. 
My work since I left my position as a classroom teacher has revealed key features of the 
place of white supremacy in my classroom and the U.S History classroom more broadly. First, 
the project of teaching the country’s history is easily conscripted into the upholding of white 
systems of belief, white people, and white actions in more ways than I was willing to 
acknowledge or took the full time to consider when I was in the classroom (Brown & Urrieta, 
2010; Mills, 2008). Second, the upholding of white traditions coupled to the American ideal 
comes at the expense of the essential knowledge available from communities who experience 
systemic white oppression (Hunter, 2008; Mills, 2008; Rodríguez, 2018; Vickery, 2017). Third, 
because classrooms are saturated with personal, local, and national narratives, the U.S. state’s 
attachment to white supremacy is suffused throughout the discipline of the social studies and also 
the subject of U.S. History (Evans, 2006; Woodson, 2017). Fourth, and finally, teachers and 
students have alternative options for framing the story of the United States other than the typical 
narratives of a country that deploy stories of territorial and political expansion alongside social 
reform to narrate American progress (Shear et al, 2015). 
As importantly, I came to see that my revisions of the curriculum came from a place of 




professional capital that could insulate me from real threats to my status. I chose to confront 
convention at a time that was convenient for me professionally. Though with each year I felt 
more emboldened to confront exclusive, narrow, and in many cases racist U.S. History, through 
my own research and reading as a doctoral student I have more language to talk about the place 
of white supremacy and racism in the curriculum. I have more time and space to reflect on things 
I did and did not do as a teacher and carry those implications to help other teachers and students. 
Furthermore, this project extends my ongoing process as a teacher educator, refusing the idea of 
critical understanding as a final “state of grace” (Vossoughi & Guttierez, 2016, p.145) and 
committing to a lifelong process of interrogating my own history, belief systems, and practices. 
One particular experience I had as a teacher sticks with me as I consider the power 
educators wield to craft a story of the past. Early in my 5th year as a high school social studies 
teacher in North Carolina, my wife and I made our annual visit to see her family in southern 
California. One afternoon, we combed through the leftover belongings of my wife’s late 
grandmother, Marjorie Veeh. She had recently passed, and my father-in-law, John, suggested we 
check in the garage for anything that could be of value to us. We immediately came upon a vast 
collection of World War II-era newspapers. The 70 years since their publication had taken their 
toll, but they were clearly organized with care, affixed to slowly disintegrating archival books, 
marked chronologically. Marjorie began keeping issues of the L.A. Times three years before the 
U.S. entry into that war. I stared in awe at the banner headlines chronicling a growing sense of 
urgency, culminating in the U.S. entry into the war in 1941. The more mundane legislative 
chronicle of the late 1930s gave way to battle maps, death tolls, and domestic war efforts, 
including the internment of Japanese-Americans, presented clearly in a full-page cutout mapping 




As a teacher, I knew immediately what I had to do but was struck by the awesome 
responsibility of sharing the collection with the students without physically endangering the 
archive. They needed to see and smell and feel history’s trace, but I could not allow them to 
comb through hundreds of pages of disintegrating newsprint in fear of further damaging the 
collection. Furthermore, I had to bargain the place of that archive and my sudden emotional 
attachment to it against existing plans, the demand for broad survey coverage of the history of 
the United States, and how her personal project would sit within schooling’s formal structures. I 
sat down to select out a small slice of this archive so that students could share in Marjorie’s gift. 
I only met Marjorie once shortly before her death, but in that moment felt us working together. 
In her absence, I was working to curate a particular vision for 11th graders in my classroom, and I 
grappled with the great responsibility I had inherited to vividly portray a nation at war, and her 
labor, through a small part of the collection. I had inherited her archive, but also her choices, and 
in that moment felt a new familial and professional bond2.  
As I did then, 10 years ago, I continue to grapple with the personal, political, intellectual, 
and social forces impacting my choices then and my approach to U.S. History. Those 
newspapers called to me as a tangible inheritance, compelling me to make meaning from that 
dusty homemade archive. This study is not principally a personal reclamation project. All 
teachers and students bring a vast inheritance to the classroom each day, much of it less 
physically tangible and obvious than my encounter with Marjorie’s collection. Teachers as well 
as students are implicated in the processes of making sense from the collision of their own 
 
2 In addition to her role as an amateur archivist, Marjorie Veeh was a public school teacher and 
the first female principal in her district. Marjorie Veeh Elementary School in Tustin, CA is named 






experiences with what stands for essential knowledge in the classroom (Apple, 2004; Epstein, 
2009). The U.S. History classroom is inherently a powerful gathering site for the subjective 
positions of teachers and students. 
The intense role that white racist thought and action has played in this country demands 
greater attention to the collision between the U.S. History classroom and white supremacist 
legacies. The study focuses on classroom treatments of white, racist systems and their impact on 
the country’s history and its people. This is not an all-encompassing investigation of “race” in 
the classroom, attempting to draw into the study all things concerning that “master category” 
(Omi & Winant, 2014, p.106) in an attempt to claim the experiences of others. My direction is 
informed by the need for justice-informed classrooms and a more open encounter with 
racialization in the United States.  
Study Snapshot 
 This is a comparative case study of teachers from one school district who teach the 
American History I (AH1) and American History II (AH2) course from the North Carolina 
Standard Course of Study (NCDPI, 2011). My decision to pick one district was largely due to my 
desire to compare teacher decision-making across schools while holding constant some of the 
broader structural forces that impact their practice. I hoped to capture the unique structural, 
social, cultural, and demographic features of each teacher’s school context, while also comparing 
their decision-making under a common district structure for overseeing curriculum.  
As every teacher faces a unique set of institutional and community factors bearing on 
their work, the set of cases in this study is not intended to serve as a generalizable sample, but 
rather an exploration of the powerful intersection of each teacher’s position with their 




while exploring the possibilities of interrogating the unique factors impacting their decisions. As 
with most qualitative studies, the goal was not to develop a set of cases that neatly generalize out 
to the broad range of identities that teachers bring to their work or the extremely varied 
institutional cultures and systems they navigate (Marshall & Rossman, 2016). Rather, the goal 
was to compare the teacher cases to each other and in each separately explore the possibilities of 
an in-depth interrogation of approaches to teaching about white supremacy and racism.  
I did not develop exemplar cases of teaching nor use the teachers as a convenient target 
for a host of pedagogical critiques. I had conversations with the teachers that delved into their 
lives and their approaches to the classroom, but my own as well. In my experience as both a 
teacher and teacher educator, the messy conflation of evaluation and support forecloses a more 
genuine attempt to understand the classroom out from under the conventional judgments of 
teacher assessment. 
 I am hopeful that my study will sit alongside others that acknowledge two essential 
realities of the job of the teacher. One, that teacher learning is ongoing regardless of their level of 
experience, acquisition of professional benchmarks, or respect afforded by colleagues, 
supervisors, and their community. Therefore, I had no desire to sit as simply one more form of 
evaluation, but rather seek to understand and support. Second, all teaching must be understood in 
its context, and each of these participants was the only true insider to the unique intersection of 
their position within the culture and context of their school and its surroundings.  
My study began with collaboration with district officials and teacher organizations to 
meet with American History teachers in one district, explain my research project, gauge interest, 
and select three willing teachers with an expressed commitment to teaching about white 




about the place of white supremacy and racism in U.S. History classes, met individually with 
teachers, and selected three teachers across two different school settings.  
As the 2018-19 school year got underway, I conducted individual semi-structured 
interviews with each of the three teachers to discuss their school setting, beliefs about the 
purpose of the U.S. History class, and the place of white supremacy in the historical and present 
United States. The teachers and I revisited their instructional commitments and discussed their 
students and schools through consistent follow-up conversations. Classroom observations of 
instruction as allowed by IRB and individual districts were conducted in the Fall of 2019, and 
briefly in January of 2020. We reconvened for one last group discussion in late January of 2020 
to de-brief instruction, re-visit teacher positions of the purpose of history education and the place 
of white supremacy in the United States, and the challenges and successes of the Fall. 
The goal was to develop multiple cases that highlighted the complex teacher mediation 
between American race narratives in the curriculum and in the classroom with personal and 
contextual factors. The qualitative approach using interviews, observations and instructional 
artifacts accounted for the multiple contextual factors that impact instruction and also maintain 
the flexibility needed to respond to the voices and actions of the participants as the study is 
underway (Bartlett & Vavrus, 2017).  
Outline of the Dissertation 
 In Chapter 2, I lean on theory and empirical studies from social studies, history 
education, and teacher decision-making to note the challenges and potential of teaching about 
white supremacy and racism in U.S. History classrooms. The literature review incorporates 
important insight from curriculum studies, social studies, and history education, but also those 




American nation-state. Within all of this, it remains important to maintain a focus on the people 
under study, the teachers entrusted to sort through their lives, their curriculum, and their 
professional context to make crucial decisions that will impact their students. Therefore, I 
consider important theoretical and empirical work about the process of teacher decision-making 
generally and also within the history classroom.  
In Chapter 3 I explain in more detail the specifics of my study, explaining participant and 
site selection, my rationale for undertaking a comparative case study, and the intended methods 
for data collection and analysis. Additionally, I make a case for this method as a useful one to 
clearly understand the teacher’s role in context and the possibility to use this study to carry 
implications forward for teacher education. Ultimately, this study could help teachers to become 
more responsive to their local context, expand their curriculum, and more seriously consider the 
possibility of confronting national racist inheritances through their daily work. 
In Chapter 4, I summarize each of the cases to develop findings and consider what each 
of these teacher experiences means for the place of white supremacist and racist legacies in a 
U.S. History class. These summaries reveal that each of these educators bring unique life 
experiences to their commitment to counter conventional, national history and the specifics of 
their professional position and their current place in the teaching profession create different 
challenges. However, across all three cases their commitments were made more precarious by 
formal schooling and conventional history’s tenuous attachment to critical approaches. 
Therefore, teaching about white supremacy and racism was contingent on each teacher’s 





In chapter 5, I discuss the implications of these cases for any stakeholder looking for 
ways to support teachers and advance a more honest confrontation with white supremacy and 
racism in U.S. History classes. In doing so, I acknowledge the inherent problem between a 
curriculum and course fundamentally attached to a hopeful vision of the country and an approach 
that exposes the country’s racist attachments. I suggest that interrogations of the U.S.’s white 
supremacist, racist features rooted by geographic and temporal boundaries would give teachers 
meaningful support in their classrooms and capitalized on the people and resources beyond their 
classroom door. Finally, I conclude with some considerations for future research and raise some 





CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 
Introduction 
 In this study, I approach history education as a core component of the broader U.S. 
creation known as “social studies” a discipline loosely outlined beginning in the late 19th century 
as a collection of social science courses and more formally enshrined early in the 20th century as 
a wide tent including not just the disciplines of history, economics, sociology, but an ideological 
mission to apprentice the youth of a pluralist society in a nationalist conception of responsible 
citizenship, character development, and appropriate participation in democracy (Fallace, 2017; 
Nelson, 1994; Ross, 2006). All three teachers in this study are, formally, “history” teachers, and 
those are the classes I observed, but it is vital to also conceive of these classes as part of a 
broader field that is as marked by a narrow, white mission of national assimilation as it is by a 
study of the past (Woodson, 1933/1998).  
 The committees in the late 1800s and early 1900s that synthesized a wide collection of 
courses and missions into the social studies began with a review of the role of history education 
in mind, and were largely comprised of historians (Ross, 2006). Given that social studies at its 
origin was an expansion of history education into a broader mission to apprentice U.S. youth in a 
nationalist conception of character and citizenship, the line between social studies and history 
education is a blurry one. History education does not place take in history classes alone, and 
history classes don’t alone traffic in a study of the past, but are typically conceived, designed, 
and enacted as a component of the grander nationalist and assimilating mission of the social 




history classes, I also consider aspects of the social studies more broadly that bear on the racist 
ideologies baked into the student and teacher experience. 
The purposes of history education remain contested as both scholars and teachers 
together craft competing images of the history classroom.  Over 100 years ago, it was drafted 
into the field of social studies as part of an attempt to apprentice young students in conventional 
modes of citizenship (Fallace, 2017; Nelson, 1994; Ross, 2006). Recent theory more readily 
accepts disagreement, contention, and even provocative discourse among students and teachers 
as a part of history classrooms (Barton and Levstik, 2004, Hess, 2009; DeLeon, 2010). However, 
that scholarly direction has not translated into a radical shift in the common objects of 
curriculum and instruction, such as textbooks and standards, most of which still take a more 
conservative, nationalist approach (An, 2016; Brown & Brown, 2015; Cuenca & Hawkman, 
2019). The result across the field is that history teachers are often left to navigate competing 
missions and visions on their own. This means that both the form and content of history 
instruction may vary widely from one classroom to the next leading to high variance (Dover, 
Henning & Agarwal-Rangnath, 2016; Knowles, 2018; VanSledright, 2011). 
If a U.S. History teacher wishes to more openly encounter the country’s racist 
foundations, they face the competing conceptions of the history classroom head-on (Epstein, 
2009; King & Swartz, 2014). More recent events would seem to more directly implicate these 
teachers in bringing the country’s racial history out of the shadows. The dangerous myth of an 
American post-racial ideal has imploded as the white supremacist and racist contours of our 
society have played out more obviously in national politics and incidents of white terror 
(Reitman, 2018). Furthermore, vibrant resistance movements that vocally affirm the rights of the 




If these events recede from the headlines, will American civil society, and consequently 
the U.S. History classroom, more easily return to the dangerous comfort of idealist, colorblind 
myths (Bonilla-Silva, 2017; Brown & Urrieta, 2010)? The racist utterances of the current 
president and white nationalist rallies visibly implicate history teachers in their responsibility to 
facilitate a deeper understanding of white supremacy and racism. However, the responsibility to 
acknowledge racist legacies and their present effects did not begin with the election of 2016. 
Many scholars and activists have rung alarm bells for decades about the stubborn persistence of 
racist logics and their violent effects. The deployment of legal power, rhetoric, and terroristic 
violence to maintain white rule in the face of supposed threats to an established racial order are a 
central aspect of U.S. History (Anzaldúa, 1987; DuBois, 2007; Gates, 2019; Jordan, 1968; 
Kendi, 2016; Wells; 1997). When Ida B. Wells (1997) thoroughly documented incidents of racist 
lynchings in the United States in the early 1900s, she was courageously inscribing the stories of 
those mobs and their victims into the record. Though she could not reverse the effects of the 
mobs, she was working to ensure that lynching victims and their families did not suffer the 
additional punishment of having their lives erased from history. History educators continue to 
face the responsibility, whether they choose to accept it or not, of taking up legacies like hers to 
ensure a fuller and more honest account of the country’s history for future generations. 
The literature in this chapter from both within and outside the field of education calls for 
a more active interrogation of systems of belief. U.S. History teachers sit at the powerful but 
challenging intersection between competing conceptions of the United States and their field. 
Therefore, this chapter begins by discussing the teacher as an important decision-maker with the 
power to shape instruction with, against, and in conversation with conventional curriculum. I 




racism in the U.S. History classroom. These four factors serve as an organizing frame for the 
literature review, but also frame the teacher’s place among competing conceptions of nation, 
race, instruction, and curriculum. I conclude that an intentional interrogation of the place of 




To address the teacher’s position amidst competing stories of the United States, it is 
important to consider all teachers as decision-makers more broadly before discussing the 
literature on history teachers. Teachers have a dizzying array of competing interests to navigate 
that inform their decision-making in the classroom (Borko & Shavelson, 1990; Bryk et al, 2010; 
Darling-Hammond, Wei & Johnson, 2009; Wood & Stanulis, 2009). They make decisions about 
curriculum within both shifting policy contexts and school cultures that vary from one building 
to the next. Complicating our understanding of teacher decision-making is that these decisions 
cannot be easily predicted as a response to policy or school norms. Teachers make sense of these 
inputs through a combination of individual and collective sense-making that confounds any 
simplistic understanding of teacher decision-making as a predictable response to an intervention 
(Coburn, 2011; Dover, Henning & Agarwal-Rangnath, 2016).  
Though it is now forty years old, Lipsky’s (1980) conceptualization of public sector 
workers as “street-level bureaucrats (p.3)” remains a useful theory to consider the power that 
teachers hold. The central feature of the street-level bureaucrat that Lipsky discusses is their 
level of discretion, or individual power they wield to implement policy. A cumbersome 




which these workers establish priorities and balance their needs with the goals of the 
organization and the community.  
This conception of public sectors is held up by more recent research on teacher decision-
making and discretion. Despite the difficulty of predicting how a teacher responds to policies, 
norms, and building-level decision that impact their practice, we can confidently say that they do 
respond to these forces. Coburn’s (2011) study of elementary-school teachers at one school 
revealed that as a collective they interpreted state-level policy on reading through a combination 
selective interpretation. They accepted some directives, excluded of others, and together 
established some consensus about how to adapt the policy in classrooms through both formalized 
decision-making and informal conversation. Dover et al (2016) found that teachers with a stated 
commitment to teaching about social justice varied in their responses to the Common Core State 
Standards (CCSS). Some resisted implementation, while others manipulated the standards to 
serve their needs.  
The forces of assessment and national policy impact teacher decisions but are not so 
immovable that all teachers throw up their hands and bow to institutions and regulations that 
impact teacher decision-making. End of year assessments are a useful example here.  “The test” 
looms large, affecting the way that teachers talk about their students and impacting the culture of 
teaching (Bausell & Glazier, 2018; Vogler & Virtue, 2007). However, it is not so all-powerful as 
to dominate the process of teacher decision-making, even when it plays a significant role in 
teacher evaluation (Au, 2007; Coburn, 2011.) For example, Au’s (2007) review of studies that 
researched curricular responses to high-stakes testing revealed that the tests do impact curricular 




Teachers sit these assessments alongside a host of other important factors, including beliefs 
about schooling and the content of the curriculum.  
In the classroom, the subjective positions of both people and texts are often understood 
through the concept of “ideology” (Apple, 2004; Pinar & Bowers, 1992). These are not just 
attachments to a political party, overtly manifesting at the voting booth or in dinner table 
disagreements. They are a mechanism for interpreting the world and mapping it onto a system of 
belief. Ideology, in society and schools, makes sense of the world through a subjective, 
organizing filter.  
Hall (1990) wrote that “Ideologies tend to disappear from view into the taken-for-granted 
naturalized world of common-sense.” Ideology is at once a window and a veil. It opens the 
potential that teachers may inspect themselves and the curriculum. Simultaneously, it so 
permeates an understanding of the world that it may conceal its operation behind the premise of 
neutrality. Apple (2004) cautioned that not all school knowledge could be classified as ideology. 
However, in U.S. history classes, where teachers and students explicitly navigate personal and 
collective interpretations of the United States, few aspects of the classroom sit outside of 
ideology’s sphere. 
I previously conducted a study on teacher decision-making around the theme of the U.S. 
South (Stutts, 2020), and though the study was not designed to elicit responses to the 2016 
election, it was evident that teachers I spoke with were forced to grapple with that event, and its 
implications for teaching about racism. Here is how an English teacher I interviewed last year 
walked that tricky path: 
You have to tread lightly because then we get in trouble with conservative parents. You 
know, if kids want to give example sentences using the vocab word megalomaniac with 
Donald Trump, I can’t stop them. But, after the election, I didn’t say anything like or 




comfortable maybe not with the America stuff but I feel really comfortable talking about 
race and racism and white supremacy, and how everything you learn about in school is 
white stuff.3 
 
That teacher’s approach to the classroom in the aftermath of the 2016 election highlighted how 
teachers mediate their own needs and desires with the unique features of their school context. 
And, the results of that mediation may show up in a lesson plan, or the selection of a text. They 
may also show up a host of other ways, in this case teacher talk and dress. Giroux might have 
included her voice and appearance as part of ideology’s “material existence” (1983). Hall (1990) 
wrote that “We have to speak through ideologies which are active in our society and which 
provide us with the means of ‘making sense’ of social relations and our place in them.” This 
conception of ideology and belief excludes few aspects of the school environment from 
interrogation. 
Teacher Decision-Making in Social Studies and History Education 
 
 This acknowledgment of teachers as powerful individual and collective mediators of both 
policy and curricular forces outside of the classroom is backed up by research in the social 
studies (Ross, 2006; Thornton, 2001). The concept of “formal” and “enacted” curriculum (Ross, 
2006, p. 23) distinguishes the objects of essential knowledge as defined beyond the classroom 
door from those set by the teacher within that space. Misco and Tseng (2018) refer to social 
studies teachers as “instructional gatekeepers (p.3)”.  
As with all teachers, it is clear that social studies teachers play an active, but not easily 
predicted, role in the process of curriculum selection. The results of that process can vary from 
one classroom to the next, and particularly from one school building to the next. Therefore, 
 
3 The focus of my published study was social studies teachers, so this teacher was not quoted in 




social studies teachers committed to revising their curriculum and instruction to deal with themes 
of injustice, must consider their particular school context and unfolding political and social 
events around them (Gibbs, 2016). 
Studies of teacher decision-making as it concerns themes around racial injustice in the 
history of the United States reveal the potential of directly addressing themes, but overall note 
high variance. Parkhouse and Massaro (2018) found that two high school U.S. History teachers 
both addressed injustice, but in distinct ways, with one teacher acting as a “facilitator” and the 
other more boldly calling out the specifics of injustice. Swalwell, Pellegrino, and View (2015) 
asked 62 pre-service and in-service teachers to select primary source photographs from the Civil 
Rights Movement as instructional tools. Their findings align with Theoharis’s (2018) work on 
the dominant historical narrative of the time period. Though teacher decisions and rationale 
varied somewhat, overall teachers evaded a direct confrontation with racism and presented a 
“sanitized” (p.82) version of the movement. Other studies note how some teachers call on their 
own cultural, racial, and ethnic identity to challenge narrow conceptions of national belonging 
and citizenship. Rodriguez’s (2018) study of the historical approach of three Asian American 
elementary school teachers showed how these educators foregrounded notions of citizenship in 
ideas of belonging and relation that mattered them and spoke to their experiences beyond white, 
dominant conceptions. Castro and Salinas (2015) studied two Latino pre-service history teachers 
and found that their personal experiences with discrimination and injustice were the background 
for a direct confrontation of the evasions and myths of conventional standards and textbooks.  
Other studies of teacher decisions portray the power of white racial projects in history 
classes. In one case, a self-identifying Hispanic teacher’s depth of understanding regarding 




(Hawkman, 2019). Chandler and Branscombe’s (2015) case studies of three white history 
teachers depicted a process of both unconscious and purposeful protection of white master 
narratives. Epstein’s (2009) wide-ranging study of teacher, student, and community 
interpretations of national history revealed that an individual’s racial identity played an important 
role in determining their perspective. Though there were some white teachers who challenged 
convention, overall white teachers and students were far more likely than their Black peers to 
accept typically nationalist history. However, Epstein did note that even when given explicit 
instructions to teach traditional history, some educators have defied those directives to craft 
lessons that openly considered alternative possibilities, like financial reparations for slavery. 
Responses to the election of Donald Trump highlight how teachers vary in their approach 
to unfolding political events as well. Rogers, Franke & Yun (2017) surveyed social studies 
teachers and other educators in the wake of that election and found that they and their schools 
responded differently, with damaging results for students in schools where educators took a 
passive approach. Anderson & Zyhowksi’s (2018) case-study of two 8th-grade teachers also 
showed significant differences, with one teacher openly expressing her disdain for the president 
among students, and the other attempting to remain neutral. Educators angered by that election 
have grappled with their classrooms as potential sites of resistance alongside their precarious 
professional position (Rethinking Schools, 2017). 
Teachers exist at the crossroads of the following four domains, with the responsibility to 
“interpret” them to make meaningful decisions that will impact their students. Teaching is 
messy. Those who do this work do not consider each of these domains in turn, arriving at a tidy 
response to all of the competing conceptions of knowledge and instruction. They may take on 




without direct consideration of the accepted norms of knowledge and instruction. In every case, 
U.S. History teachers are compelled to make choices about each class period, each day, and each 
year. The following “interpretations” provide a frame for understanding all that they face when 
making these choices. 
Interpretation # 1: The United States 
In order to consider the important role of the teacher as decision-maker, it is important to 
consider conceptions of the United States beyond the classroom door. At the most foundational 
level, teachers not only have to grapple with competing historical narratives but the normative 
mission of social studies to establish an objective, common understanding of who is American, 
that is who may be included in the “nation”, claims to the land and its marking borders, that is 
the “country,” and the systems of power that wield authority, that is the “state.”   The school is a 
function of the state and thereby its curriculum is bound up in the mission of to establish a 
faithful collectivity on terms that exclude and assimilate, rather than incorporate and adapt to the 
evolving demography of the United States (VanSledright, 2008). The apprenticeship of students 
in the expected norms of civic behavior and the transmission of an American ideal are explicit 
representations of that fact. It is important to note that this is not a social studies issue alone, and 
that the binding of students to a nationalist mission is suffused throughout the curriculum. As 
Popkewitz, Pereyra, and Franklin (2001) wrote: 
The modern school functions to reterritorialize the individual through stories that link the 
development of the child to that of the nation. The salvation stories of the curriculum 
produce a collective authority that places diverse peoples, languages, and prior customs 




The school as a whole conscripts students into the project of nation-building alongside their own 
development. The teacher as a paid public agent of the state4 must then consider their 
participation in that project, weighing it alongside their responsibilities to the actual students in 
their classroom. 
The stakes are raised for history teachers because if they choose to resist conventional 
understandings of the United States, they resist their field’s history. Both the historical and social 
science components of the social studies explicitly traffic in nation-building by way of training in 
historical and civic traditions (Nelson, 1994; Ross & Vinson, 2011; Sabzalian, 2019). The goals 
of courses on the American past (e.g. U.S. History), the expected norms of citizenship (e.g. 
Civics and Government), and the free market (e.g. Economics) may vary by era or state. 
However, they rarely stray far from the main current of reverence for the institutions and history 
of the country or consider regressive depictions of the United States. Foreign or domestic 
challenges to the sanctity of the U.S. state are threats whose defeats serve a triumphal narrative 
(Loewen, 2007; VanSledright, 2008). 
 Popkewitz, Pereyra, and Franklin’s use of “reterritorializing (p. 17, 2001) is notable 
because it asserts that the concepts of nationhood are not givens, but contestable. Jung (2011) 
depicts the U.S. as not a nation-state at all but an “empire state,” built on a framework of 
differential access to rights and unequal application of sovereignty. Available depictions of 
nationhood and nationality reject the taken-for-granteds of borders and citizenship. Almaguer’s  
 
4 On the use of “state” and its many meanings: I here and elsewhere refer not to individual 
states (e.g. North Carolina) but the system that wields both formal and informal power over a 
nation. As Hall (1985) said, “the function of the State is, in part, precisely to bring together or 
articulate into a complexly structured instance, a range of political discourses and social 
practices which are concerned at different sites with the transmission and transformation of 
power (p. 93).” In this instance, I invoke the term to refer to the teacher as recipient of public 




(1994) depiction of expansion and immigration locates foreignness at white migration and 
identity, rather than Mexicans made foreign by American claims of territorial destiny.  
Ngai (2004) writes of how the very idea of the “illegal alien” shapes-shifts to fit the will 
of the American state, consequently throwing the concept of citizenship into dispute. In doing so, 
she sets a course for how the United States may be interrogated: 
[The] goal is to detach sovereignty from its master, then nation-state, from claims of 
transcendence to critique them as products of history.” (p.57). 
 
Alternative conceptions of the basic structures of the United States are available to teachers and 
students. As a former teacher myself, I understand the delicate negotiating required to introduce 
conceptions that may trouble colleagues, administrators, students, and parents. The point here is 
not that teachers must, at my insistence, cast aside professional concerns to throw off given 
norms. However, the nature and extent to which they couple their curriculum to standard 
nationalist conceptions are choices, not passive stances.  
For history teachers, that negotiation plays out explicitly in the curriculum because the 
subjects in the discipline overtly take up the story of the country and the supposed duties of 
citizens (VanSledright, 2008). The forces of national socialization and patriotism have been 
highly developed in history and civic education (Evans, 2011; Patel, 2017; Westheimer, 2011), 
so that U.S. history classes are formally organized as a component of that process within the 
instructional core. National socialization does not hide in social studies. It is woven into the 
original mission of the field and the standards (Nelson, 1994; Thornton, 2017). 
 In his critique of U.S. History education’s attachment to American national progress, 
Van Sledright (2008) wrote that “the American creed and its manifold mass-cultural 
accouterment are omnipresent, reinforcing and reinforced by the story line repeated in school 




idealist historical narratives was exacerbated by reliance on narrow textbook narratives as well as 
the powerful pull of nationalist culture. He conceived of 4 alternatives to the conservative nature 
of U.S. history education: transcendental narrative, vernacular narrative, a more global 
perspective, and discipline-based history. As he noted, each is a promising direction but none of 
them are alone a simple, foolproof solution to conservative, nationalist history.  
Interpretation #2: White Supremacy and Racism 
As my study focuses on teacher relation to white supremacy and racism and their 
instructional choices around those concepts, I here define them, but acknowledge that their place 
in the United States is constantly evolving and their meaning remains contested. The definitions I 
lean on here note white supremacy and racism as pervasive systems of belief and power that 
stretch beyond the overt acts and symbols of racial hatred now commonly found in conventional 
curriculum. That is not to say that explicit racial animus that is clearly revealed in the pages of a 
history textbook should not be included, but that a focus on these aspects alone is a partial view, 
and prevents students from encountering the full picture of racist belief and the white 
accumulation of social, political, and economic power. King (2015) writes that white attempts to 
mark the boundaries of racism on terms acceptable to them “present racism as a fixed, static and 
historical situation, as something tangible that you can see, feel, or hear, as an egregious or 
extreme action (p.ix).” 
My study hones in on the presence, absence, and use of the particular themes of white 
supremacy and racism in the context of the nationalist tendencies that VanSledright (2008) 
described. As I write this in 2020, avowed white nationalists stage public rallies, bolstered by the 
rhetoric of a president who vacillates between silence and tacit support of white aggression 




racial project that, at its most overt, physically harms and kills those deemed outside the 
community of whiteness (Reitman, 2018). Sitting over those violent outcomes is an entire system 
that maintains power and privilege, so that white supremacy is not just housed in individual 
instances of violence or the ritual and symbols of explicit white nationalism. Ansley (1989) 
writes: 
By white supremacy I do not mean to allude only to the self-conscious racism of white 
supremacist hate groups. I refer instead to a political, social, economic, and cultural 
system in which whites overwhelmingly control power and material resources, conscious 
and un-conscious ideas of white superiority and entitlement are widespread, and relations 
of white dominance and non-white subordination are daily reenacted across a broad array 
of institutions and social settings (p.1024). 
 
This definition implies that uncovering white supremacy in the United States involves both an 
investigation of overt acts of terror but also the systems that attempt to uphold white dominance. 
Therefore, any history teacher confronting the American legacy of white supremacy also takes 
on the logics that underpin the very idea of white superiority. This necessitates confronting the 
racial ideologies that have tied the United States to that concept. 
Racism, coupled in this study along with white supremacy as a core concept, is also 
sometimes too narrowly interpreted to refer to the isolated incidents of individual actors or as 
only as a character flaw. This fixation tends to an emphasis on the categorization of people as 
“racist” or supposedly devoid of such beliefs, and away from the pervasive nature of 
racialization and the privileges and penalties associated with that process (Bonilla-Silva, 2017). 
Mills (2017), in defining racism, tackles both racist beliefs and racism as a system of 
stratification: 
Racism is the belief that (i) humanity can be divided into discrete races and (ii) these 
races are hierarchically arranged, with some races superior to others. The second sense 
would then refer to institutions, practices, and social systems that illicitly privilege some 




Focusing on these two themes in the decision-making of the teachers offers a double benefit. 
First, due to the endemic nature of white supremacy and racism in not just the individual belief 
and actions of white supremacists and racists but also the social and legal structure of the United 
States, it should be a core theme in U.S. History classes. Second, these themes remain contested 
and as each teacher sets the boundaries of acceptable discourse around them, they reveal 
something about the present purpose of the U.S. History classroom. 
Investigations of white supremacy and racism directly confront the racial ideology that 
plays a uniquely intense role in this country (Omi& Winant, 2014). These investigations are less 
bound by nationalist constraints, and open to alternative conceptions of the United States. For 
example, Charles Mills (2017) writes of the white tendency to remove the traces of racial 
oppression from the record, setting the bounds for acceptable discourse. :  
The trans-disciplinary framing of the United States as an if-not-quite-ideal-then-pretty-
damn-close-to-it liberal democracy, particularly in the exacerbatedly idealistic and 
abstract form typical of philosophy, has facilitated and underwritten these massive 
evasions on the issue of racial injustice (p.116). 
 
Mills argues that a look at the real evidence on U.S. and European history reveals a society more 
bound to the creation of racial advantage, violence, and privilege than it is to the promise of an 
equal democracy. Dubois (1915) also remarked on what he saw as an idealist fiction, the 
“irresistible tide of democracy, with only delaying eddies here and there, others looking closely, 
are more disturbed (p.709).” This is an attack on the idealist falsehoods of much of national 
history. Furthermore, it is a counter-story to that same idealist story of the country that is itself an 
object of knowledge for students. 
In-depth treatments of the place of white supremacy and racism do more than parachute 
into historical eras to chronicle individual incidents and actors (Brown & Brown, 2015). They 




1989; Kendi, 2017; Mills, 1997: Mills, 2017). This does not discount the essential chronicling of 
white terror and the particular features of racism from one era to the next. Many histories trace 
the contradictory rationale of American racial projects from the country’s foundation to its 
modern embrace of secular reason (Omi & Winant, 2014).  
 Segall (2006) invokes the term “critical” to put a finer point on the process of 
interrogation that could enrich the history classroom.: 
A critical approach, on the other hand, implicates individual texts/sources in their 
discursive modes of production, connecting them to the broader discourse which made 
them possible. (p.135). 
 
Those who take on white supremacy and racism in history education take on an array of 
institutions and beliefs tied to a narrow vision of American progress (Busey & Walker, 2017; 
DeLeon, 2010; Epstein, 2009; Ladson-Billings, 2003; Loewen, 2007). Curricular investigations 
referenced above level sharp rejections of exclusive, white-centered narratives that erase the 
complexity of Indigenous and Black communities and insulate whiteness from its culpability. 
(Alridge, 2006; Brown & Brown, 2010; Brown & Brown, 2015; Sabzalian, 2019; Shear et al, 
2015; Trafzer & Lorimer, 2014). Theoharis (2018) exposes, at length, how contemporary 
narrative of the Civil Rights movement are manipulated to dilute Black activism. The use of 
white supremacy and racism as an “explanatory framework” (Mills, 1997, p. 23) is particularly 
useful in the field of social studies and history education because it stands in sharp contrast to the 
approach taken by so many standards and texts that are used in the classroom. 
 In addition to available knowledge on the central place of white supremacy and racism, it 
is important to note that scholars of color have done work to resist these dominant narratives of 
curriculum despite conventionally white curriculum history. Eugenicist theory was prominent 




intellectuals and teachers crafted their own educational organizations, textbooks, and intellectual 
rebukes of white knowledge from the outset of the “progressive era”. Scholars like Carter G. 
Woodson and George Sanchez produced accounts of the systems of schooling that denounced 
the false neutrality of white American curriculum long before the supposed advent of critical 
theory in more recent times (Brown & Au, 2014). So, their work was marginalized in national 
conversations about history curriculum at the time and then minimized in popular curriculum 
history (Grimes, 2007; King, 2014; Noffke, 2000). Reforms that more directly critique American 
ideology have existed, but a focus on white projects obscures them.      
 Historical accounts that foreground the features of white supremacy and embrace the 
complex nature of activist resistance are not particularly new. Woodson (2017) referred to the 
prevailing mythology of histories that serve white interests as “master narratives” that “neutralize 
features of racial history and struggle in ways that reinforce ideologies and practices of white 
supremacy” (p.319). That casts idealist, nationalist history as a twisted revision of the historical 
record. Unfortunately, for too long it has been an in-depth chronicle of racial injustice that has 
been sidelined.  
 Racism, then, emanates from the very construction of racial categories, the development 
of “race” as a sorting mechanism to wield power. Therefore, the line between classroom 
treatments of “white supremacy and racism” and “race” as a broader concept can be difficult to 
discern, and much of the literature refers to them together, justifiably coupling the construction 
of racial schema with the manipulation of them to wield power (e.g. “race and racism”) (Busey 
& Walker, 2017; King, 2015) . I use the terms white supremacy and racism in this study not to 




a focus on the white hoarding of power and resources to the social, economic, and physical 
detriment of others (Mills, 2017). 
 As it concerns the instructional decisions of the teachers, determining the presence or 
absence of teaching about white supremacy and racism is complicated by the fact that any focus 
on these concepts extends beyond the conventional signifiers of overt racism such as the horrors 
of U.S. slavery, the murderous actions of the Ku Klux Klan, or the violently punitive approach to 
Civil Rights activists by municipal police departments in the 1950s and 1960s. Teaching about 
white supremacy and racism also demands attention to an ill-gotten white inheritance of wealth 
and status, but also resistance movements and the people within them. My focus as a researcher 
is bounded by two potential problems. I don’t want to confine my study of instructional practices 
to only the conventional, explicit signifiers of white supremacy and racism. On the other hand, I 
do not want to blur the boundaries of these concepts so that they are drafted into a normative 
tendency within social studies to focus on racial and cultural pluralism and evade power analyses 
that investigate oppression and injustice (Rodríguez, 2018; Sabzalian, 2019). These case studies, 
therefore, do include lessons, artifacts, and conversations outside of white action and white 
systems, but as a relation or response to white supremacy and racism. 
Interpretation #3: Social Studies and History Pedagogy  
Despite the early didactic origins of the field (Fallace, 2017), it is now more widely 
accepted that the subjects should involve a process of making meaning as individuals and 
collectivities, not the static reception of a collection of facts and civic norms (Barton & Levstik, 
2004; Crocco and Livingston, 2017; Hess, 2009; Ladson-Billings, 2003; National Council for the 
Social Studies, 2013). The modern understanding of the history classroom as a space for 




ideologies. However, this direction for history education does not its own imply that teachers 
will take up important critiques of racist foundations of the United States. 
 Efforts to elevate student inquiry and deliberation do not use the language of nation-
building and in most cases openly critique history education as patriotism (Barton & Levstik, 
2004; Grant, Swan & Lee, 2017; Wineburg, Martin & Monte-Sano, 2011; Wineburg & McGrew, 
2016). For example, these texts state that student expertise in recognizing the bias of source of a 
text or defending a political stance counteracts the socializing forces of American patriotism in 
and out of the classroom. Some promote an enhanced historical “thinking” or “consciousness” as 
a tool of empowerment against these forces (Wineburg, 2000; Seixas & Morton, 2012). 
The current focus on fostering discussion and student inquiry steps carefully around the 
specific features of American ideology. These are worthy efforts that justifiably lament the 
persistence of didactic instruction that disengages students (Crocco, 2017; Hess, 2006; Jensen, 
2008; Parker & Hess, 2001). In empirical studies, teachers who transmit knowledge through 
lecture are easy targets relative to their colleagues who design instruction around contested 
interpretations of the past and present (Bain, 2005; Barton & Levstik, 2004; Brooks, 2014; 
VanSledright, 2008; Weintraub, 2000).  This is civic and historical practice as curriculum that 
mostly defers on the content of the curriculum by placing faith in an increased space for student 
voice and investigation. Apple (2004) refers to this as “process oriented curriculum” (p.6). For 
the most part, this direction in social studies includes many sound recommendations for practice 
that foster student engagement.  
Hess’s (2006) work on fostering conversation around controversial issues points to the 
power of uncovering ideological and political consensus and disagreement in the class so that 




This is democracy as curriculum, with the hope that students may become more skilled 
interrogators of shared and personal beliefs. Recent research in this vein extends that work to 
acknowledge the specific nature of personal ideologies, specifically racial ones, that impact 
teacher decisions (Ho, et al, 2017; Washington & Humphries, 2011).  
Inquiry and discussion stand on the essential idea that knowledge is subjective and 
constituted by a wide array of personal and social factors (Cole & Engëstrom, 2007; Gee, 2004; 
Rogoff, 2003). This echoes scholarship on the nature of history that depicts individual memory 
and collective historical inheritances as co-constructed and dependent on the social environment 
(Halbwachs, 1992; Nora, 1989; Trouillot, 1995). On these points, critical interrogations of 
ideology, history, memory, and civil society largely overlap with contemporary  theory and 
research. However, in both critical curriculum studies and from other fields there are two calls. 
First, we must move beyond acknowledging the constructed nature of knowledge to more 
specific critiques of how power and ideology operate. Second, though hegemony and exclusive 
common-sense thinking about knowledge and values is contestable, it is pervasive. All 
pedagogies and curriculums must face the problems of ideology and power even if they avoid the 
common traps of didactic instruction and static knowledge.  
 The contemporary focus on misinformation and deceit in the news media has pervaded 
the scholarship on history education at the K-12 level as well. Disciplinary practices on evidence 
and sourcing are a popular remedy to the present moment of widespread misinformation (Berdik, 
2016; Crocco et al, 2017; Wineburg & McGrew, 2016). These efforts focus on the proliferation 
of “Fake News” and the need to develop conscientious young news consumers as a central 




 This line of interrogation would benefit from a deeper connection between current and 
historical distribution of misinformation. This shifts the focus away from the temporary technical 
tools of misinformation and toward some of the root causes that have long led Americans to rely 
on myths and falsehoods. Notably, as long as white settlers have inhabited this land, they have 
perpetuated myths to justify the establishment of white rule and the dehumanization of people of 
color and immigrants (Anzaldua, 1986; Berkhofer, 1978; Jordan, 1968). Extending that historical 
line into the present calls educators and scholars to address racist ideology more directly, rather 
than relying on the broader brush of media literacy. Many of the most dangerous and pernicious 
forms of media illiteracy are a white problem, not an American one (Peniel, 2018). 
 Scholars who lament the current proliferation of “Fake News” (apart from Trump and 
others who have co-opted the term for their own purposes) rightly proposes that teachers more 
actively facilitate the interrogation of the news and all information (Manfra & Holmes, 2018). 
This process should be more equitably applied not just to the bold lies of known propagandists, 
but also the lies and myths perpetuated in the construction of essential knowledge down through 
the years. Then, teachers and students are implicated in uncovering not just the particulars of the 
present media landscape, but their place in long tradition of myth-making. Furthermore, they 
might be able to challenge notions of what stands for “controversial.” They could lead the way in 
challenging the norms of acceptable discourse, rather than following on the accepted norms of 
those who came before or a mythical political consensus. 
 That is a project that extends beyond the knowledge environment of Russian bots, 
corporate advertisers, and internet demagogues. It asks teachers and students to reflect on the 
persistent American myths that reify the existing social and racial order, their origin, and each 




technical procedures of source verification as proposed by many. Rather, it necessitates a 
difficult and likely troubling inspection of the country as well as each person’s life history. 
Interpretation #4: U.S. History Curriculum 
The question, then, for educators and curriculum developers is: With what tools and 
information do educators undertake those questions with students? Alternatively, what kinds of 
information and tools would facilitate a more expansive, inclusive, and relevant investigation of 
knowledge? These questions begin with the assumption that any investigative or discursive 
process is already informed by pre-existing conceptions influenced by textbooks, teachers, 
media, and a host of other influential sources woven into the fabric of daily American life, from 
a State of the Union address to the national anthem at a football game. More radical depictions of 
the United States and confrontational approaches to American value systems do not introduce 
ideology into the classroom, because it is already there. They step onto the existing playing field 
of student and teacher belief. 
Any U.S. History teacher who wants to more intentionally take up the theme of white 
supremacy resists the dominant framing as it has typically been written into textbooks and 
standards. Across the past century, scholars and activists have rung the alarm about evasive texts. 
The National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) highlighted what 
they referred to as “Anti-Negro Propaganda” in 1939. James Banks’s (1969) study of elementary 
school textbooks found that they avoided the history of racism, violence, and prejudice.  
More recent research on textbooks echoes these concerns. Loewen’s Lies My Teacher 
Told Me (2007) is a comprehensive analysis that exposes how the textbook form is tethered to 
the idea of national progress. Brown and Brown’s (2015) more recent study of the representation 




violence, but a consistent failure to nest it in a larger framework of sustained racial order. 
Alridge (2006) found that U.S. History obscured the full breadth of Black activism by using a 
sanitized narrative of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. as a catch-all replacement for a more honest 
encounter with the long movement for justice. My own analysis of 3 U.S. History textbooks 
revealed that racialization and white supremacist actions are treated as attachments rather than 
organizing principles. 
Master narratives that sanitize U.S. History have staying power in the standards as well 
(Alridge, 2006; Brown & Brown, 2015; King & Swartz, 2014; Woodson, 2016; Woodson, 
2017). In relation the United States, master narratives are typically those stories of the country 
that sustain an image of progress, and in doing so, minimize or skip over the failure of the state 
to make good on its promise of equality, justice, and freedom. Additionally, these narratives 
minimize or erase the experiences of ethno-racial communities whose stories complicate a white 
tale of collective betterment. For example, Shear et al’s (2015) comprehensive review of state 
standards revealed a negation of Indigenous lives through the erasure of their place in 20th and 
21st century history. Journell (2009) highlighted how sanitized, nationalist narratives in the 
standards creates a real problem for teachers and students whose perceptions of the country do 
not fit with the canon: 
It is not surprising that the canon is problematic for those whose reality contradicts the 
accepted American ethos. Those adhering to differing views find themselves in a 
quagmire of having to choose between their personal cultures and the cultures that school 
and society impose (p.160). 
 
Journell (2009) analyzed standards across 9 states and found that the version of America’s 
immigration story in those documents held tightly to a “canonical (p.160)” version of the 
country, minimizing or excluding the full story of American immigrants outside of the late 19th 




erased the cultural contributions of African-Americans (Journell, 2008). An (2016) found that the 
conventional story told in U.S. History standards consistently places Asian Americans and their 
stories on the margins of national community. More recently, Cuenca and Hawkman (2019) went 
beyond the standards themselves and analyzed the process of creating them in Missouri. They 
found that the entire process was ideologically constrained by conservative views of history and 
the prioritization of decorum over a critical interrogation of the standards. 
 In the 21st century, digital history has opened up new possibilities for teachers and 
students to challenge traditional texts (Bolick, 2006; Manfra & Coven, 2011). Teachers now 
have a wealth of options outside of the textbook, but the presence of those options do not alone 
solve questions about nationalism, or the place of white supremacy and racism. Lathan’s (2013) 
review of digital U.S. History textbooks found mixed results.  He showed that interactive texts 
still fall into many of the same problems of exclusion, particularly as it concerns the institution 
of slavery, and indirect mentions of racism, but some improvement in addressing the place of 
racism overall. Newer digital history resources like the Stanford History Education Group offer 
digestable archives of primary sources alongside clear instructions for teachers to facilitate 
historical thinking, but are largely structured around the same nationalist framework used in 
traditional textbooks (Stanford History Education Group, n.d.). Newer responses to the problems 
of traditional curriculum continue to pop up every year. One of the most notable is “Teaching 
Hard History”, a comprehensive project from the Southern Poverty Law Center (SPLC) and 
Teaching Tolerance that aims to reconfigure classroom approaches to the history of slavery. That 
promising effort builds from a review of curriculum and teacher surveys that found major gaps in 




 The potential gains of digital tools alongside the same persistent problems of exclusion 
and nationalist idealism highlight that as much as ever the teacher remains essential to framing 
the historical narrative. The development of better texts, better tools, and standards that are more 
honest about the country’s racial history are important. However, these alone will not re-orient 
the classroom. In many ways, the growing wealth of resources at a teacher’s fingertips raises the 
stakes, compelling them to take on an even greater role as classroom curators, editors, and 
archivists. 
Conclusion: Implications for Teacher Education and Learning 
Expositions of American racial ideology are not just borne of a present moment and one 
should not expect that consensus around racial ideology will shift due to new scholarship on 
national history. Rather, these conceptions have been around for quite some time, so it falls to 
the field of social studies to examine how other dominant narratives persist and what their place 
is in the history classroom. I am certainly not the first to suggest that social studies lean more on 
these critical interpretations of the United States. Brown and Urrieta (2010) write from within the 
field of social studies teacher education to use these available theories, also leaning on Mills.: 
We argue that when it comes to issues of race and citizenship, most of the students we 
teach, and the public in general, are far more ignorant of not only the history around these 
issues, but have also generally internalized the idea that the U.S. is no longer bound by a 
racial contract that privileges whites and serves the interest of whites (p.78). 
 
Brown and Urrieta are here launching a specific critique on the conventions of history education. 
That process is taken up by other scholars from within social studies who challenge ways of 
knowing. DeLeon (2010) calls for “epistemological sabotage” to reject “liberal notions of 
multiculturalism and civic engagement” (p.2). General treatments of teacher knowledge and 




because these domains are not so explicitly woven into the content of all disciplines as much as 
they are the social studies.  
Popular concepts like Shulman’s (1986) Pedagogical Content Knowledge (PCK) promote 
increased facility with the content of a subject. As it concerns discipline specific knowledge, 
Shulman’s attention to the unique features of content across schooling highlight how broad 
recommendations for teacher practice often fall flat because they fail to account for the way 
knowledge is constructed from one subject to the next. Also, others have leaned on Shulman’s 
frame to create space for teachers themselves to define what stands for valued knowledge 
through a process of reflective inquiry (Campbell, 2013; Crocco & Livingston, 2017). Shulman 
espoused the need for expanding both the pedagogical repertoire of teachers and their knowledge 
of “accepted truths within the domain” (1986, p.9). I suggest that the field continues to extend 
beyond fixed notions of accepted truths to consider how subjectivity and power construct what 
stands for essential content. Much of the U.S. history curriculum taught in schools does not use 
available scholarship to divines such a truth. I do not at present have a new conception of 
“content knowledge” as it concerns history teachers. At minimum it must account for the 
dynamic nature teacher of knowledge so they can better respond to changing social and political 
conditions and the more uncomfortable realities of American racial injustice. Depictions of 
teaching that lean towards a process of professional inculcation over reflection (Ball & Forzani, 
2009; Shulman, 1986), are dangerously dis-conscious approaches to practice.  
 A call for more open encounters with white supremacy and racism is not a rebuke of 
work like Shulman’s, but rather an acknowledgment that in those in history education could be 
more ambitious and critical in how “content” is defined. This is a conception of teacher 




defined within the discipline of social studies. If the “C” in Pedagogical Content Knowledge is 
defined by many of the state standards and tradition texts, then, as the above literature review 
indicates, an interrogation of white supremacy and racism will stay in the background. Many 
new curricular efforts fight against those texts and standards, but the question remains how they 
might gain a greater foothold. 
 In social studies and history education, decades of work has contributed to promising 
new directions in both pedagogy and curriculum. In journals, at conferences, and among 
venerated scholars in these fields, there is widespread agreement that the classroom should be a 
dynamic space allowing for students to discover and deliberate. For the past 50 years, significant 
challenges to conventional curriculum have been raised. However, Evans (2018) sees a field 
overall moving backward as it concerns the actual classroom, with a shrinking curriculum and 
fewer opportunities to challenge the old, didactic models of instruction. His lament challenges 
researchers and teachers to work together to significantly erode old habits of practice and 
knowledge. 
I do not hold much interest in molding history teachers as competent agents of 
nationalization. Ellsworth (2005) hints at a greater prize available to educators. On the danger of 
a fascination with pedagogical expertise she writes that as a transformative act, teaching is “not a 
‘medium’ for communicating the personal expression of a teacher’s ‘artful’ instructional skills or 
educational imaginations (p.28).” Ellsworth envisions that teachers who open themselves to the 
ongoing personal and collective aspects of growth “do not preexist but rather are invented in the 
process (p.28).”   
With limited time and resources, social studies teacher educators must actively consider 




should be constantly reevaluating how we might ensure that ideological confrontation, 
interrogation, and potentially active resistance to these norms could take up more space 
(Britzman, 2003; Garrett & Segall, 2013; Milner & O’Connor, 2016). Spencer (2011) noted that 
teacher training programs often position teachers as “helpers” (p.66) but must do more to get 
potential educators to interrogate themselves: 
Unless such organizations step back and help their own trainees and budding 
professionals to know themselves and their historical contributions to the status quo, 
many efforts to aid our young people to understand themselves as learners and productive 
American citizens are vacuous, at best (p.66). 
 
The great potential reward here is that teachers grow in their profession, the idea of teacher as 
perpetually under construction, in a process of becoming, could lead to greater sense of purpose 
that sustains beyond the more temporary rewards of outside affirmation. This means that the 
teacher needs to also focus on their own personal process of learning and discovery as it pertains 
to available alternative interpretations of history and citizenship. An added benefit me as a 
teacher educator is that I am then engaged in the same process of self-reflection and discovery 
that teachers in K-12 classrooms must to undertake to consider a more expansive and intentional 





CHAPTER 3: METHODS 
Introduction 
This study was designed to challenge the conventions of U.S. History curriculum and 
instruction, with the understanding that each teacher navigates a unique set of forces in their 
buildings that either impede or support their own efforts to confront tradition. My study design 
was guided by both formal and informal semi-structured interviewing, classroom observation, 
and the collection of instructional artifacts. I wanted to see how each of these teachers navigated 
their unique personal and professional contexts to analyze how they navigated racist legacies in 
U.S. History.  I wanted to make sense of their teaching in a place and time, remembering that, as 
Bartlett and Vavrus (2017) put it “context is not a container for the activity, it is the activity” 
(p.12). The goal, then, was to understand these teachers as both shaping and being constituted by 
their social and professional worlds to draw out the place of white supremacy and racism in their 
instruction. In uncovering the aspects that influence teacher decision-making, the goal of my 
research is two-fold. First, this research contributes to a timely and vital discussion about how 
teachers can push beyond the nationalist traditions in the curriculum. Second, this research 
uncovers how teachers navigate the complex tension between personal belief, institutional 
limitations at the local, state and national level, and the professional community of their school.  
The comparative case study researches three teachers across two separate schools. All 
teach a subset of the required U.S. History curriculum as mandated by the state of North Carolina 
and all teach in public high schools in Parrish County, a diverse district with urban, suburban, 




classroom as well as an ethno-racial position, as well as varied levels of experience, ranging 
from Liza, a new teacher, to Enrique, a fourth-year teacher, to Sarah, who is in her twelfth year 
in the classroom. As a reminder, my study was guided by these questions: 
 
How do high school U.S. History teachers interpret the place of white supremacy and 
racism in the country’s history? 
How do high school U.S. History teachers incorporate the white supremacist legacies of 
the United States into their instruction, curriculum, and their selection of student 
resources? 
What factors impact teacher decision-making around the place of white supremacy and 
racism in U.S. History classes? 
 
 Questions of belief, ideology and purpose play a significant role in teacher decision-
making (Castro, 2010; Ross, 2006). Teachers serve as gatekeepers, and the decisions they make 
regarding materials and lesson design are inherently informed by individual and collective racial 
projects (Ross, 2006; Omi & Winant, 2014). They have to account for the reality of their 
communities in their decision-making. However, they can all interrogate historical narratives that 
that exclude racial histories but have been normed as “common sense” (Cuenca & Hawkman, 
2019; Omi & Winant, 2015). My recent transition out of the classroom and into a new role as a 
teacher educator has put me in contact with educators in many different settings, and it is 
abundantly clear that they face different challenges.  I am hopeful that this work can attend to the 
particular circumstances of the teachers in this study while providing useful insight into the 
process of incorporating the history of U.S. white supremacy more fully into U.S. History classes 
in rural, suburban, and urban communities. 
On My Position 
Because of my research approach and my work with teachers and in classrooms, and it is 




supremacy and also the participants. My passion for this project is driven by some of the 
experiences mentioned in Chapter 1. These include the personal and professional realities of 
living in ten distinctly separate geographic communities in the United States as well as the 
unique features of my complex, mostly loving, sometimes painful family story. The goal here is 
not to address my position so as to foreclose unanswered questions about my social and 
professional place in the study. Denzin and Lincoln (2003) depict the researcher as 
“biographically situated” (p.11) within the work, with past experience as an asset to sustain a 
commitment to a project while also constraining the field of vision. I briefly offer some 
considerations of my position. 
I believe that white people must assume more responsibility for white racism so that we 
do not repeatedly shift the burden for analyzing and accounting for its effects onto communities 
of color. On the other hand, it is vital that I, as a white researcher, do not falsely claim to fully 
know the experiences of these communities as a leverage point for a personal moral project. My 
focus on the place of white systems of oppression in the classroom as opposed to the more 
general domain of “race” is an attempt at boundary making. I must still be watchful for the ways 
my attempt to participate as an ally could be, instead, an incursion. With that tension in mind, I 
go forward, driven by a responsibility to students in history classrooms who deserve a space 
where honesty predominates over denial. 
As a white male scholar, it is also essential that I am careful about my historical gaze as 
well as my researcher lens. For too long, people of color in the United States, particularly Black,  
Latinx, and Indigenous communities, are made responsible for the failings of white action and 
systems. This view supports the harmful notion that white educators, researchers, and scholars 




among these communities themselves (Haddix, 2015; Welton, Harris, LaLonde & Moyer, 2015). 
I do not speak on behalf of these communities. This is not to deny vital work on how educators 
can more intentionally tailor their lessons and approach to diverse classrooms (Paris & Alim, 
2014). Rather, this study and my work seeks to ensure that white people, action, and systems are 
as subject to the historical, legal, social, and political inspections that have been aimed at others. 
I do not have the space here for a full autobiography and take care to avoid centering 
myself over the participants under study. As Moje and Luke (2009) wrote, a person takes on 
multiple identities, which are in many ways defined by the “stories people tell about 
themselves”. These identities are fluid and evolving, but “changing to incorporate new 
experiences over time” (p.7). I feel that I bring strengths into this study based on personal 
experience. However, my insight is inherently constrained by a host of privileges. These have 
insulated me from the urgent need to grapple with the costs of injustice as a means of survival as 
so many others have. My self-narrative is evolving, and this study demands that I do not simply 
inspect the sense-making and lives of the participants, but my own as well so that my own 
interpretive stance is flexible and responsive.  
As a white, straight, cisgender male, none of my social identities have impeded my 
access to housing, education, or simply the ability to exist in this country without basic threats to 
supposedly guaranteed rights: to vote, to marry, to purchase, to own (Harris, 1993; 
Loutzenheiser, 2006). I have experienced no structural impediments to gaining access to higher 
education and continue to have the opportunity to convert my privileges into control over my 
own body and my work-life decisions. I may pass off my distinct place in the United States as 
the defining norm for social behavior, and importantly political and civic behavior as well, 




lived under the accusatory glare of racism, sexism, or homophobia and therefore have been less 
compelled to practice the vigilance and intense observation of my context just to survive. 
Interrogation of my social position is a voluntary process, not a means of survival.  
  In this proposal I have previously mentioned my upbringing in two places at once: the 
historical capital of the Confederacy (Richmond, Virginia) and the current capital of the United 
States (Washington, DC), traveling the interstate each weekend between these two communities. 
Weekends were spent in the shadows of Richmond’s towering monuments to white Civil War 
heroes and weekdays in proximity to federal sites of power in DC.  As the years wore on it 
became evident that the train ride north each Sunday simply carried me into a community 
marked differently by the systemic forces of prejudice and racism, but not away from those 
systems. Woven into that childhood on the move, along with the shifting nature of family 
relationships, was an early encounter with the precarious nature of life through my mother’s 
degenerating health. Qualitative research is often depicted as a process of stitching together the 
fragments of separate events and spaces to make sense of the whole (Denzin & Lincoln, 2003; 
Moje & Luke, 2009). I now look back on my child as an early apprenticeship in that process, 
stitching together multiple families, multiple communities, and a gnawing sense of 
impermanence to make sense of my position. 
What does this have to do with studying the classroom and teacher decision-making? I 
am uncomfortable using my own narrative as a passport to inhabit the struggle of others.  I have 
little interest in recounting these personal stories at every turn. I acknowledge that my identity 
and privilege closes off a particular direct experience with systemic racism and sexism. On the 
other hand, my own life has been a 42-year experience in the enduring reality that one’s ideal 




beyond my control. That has informed what I hope my students and teachers see as a 
compassionate approach to them, even as I push them to reflect deeply on their work.  
Alongside those personal experiences, I have worked for 18 years in public schools: first 
as a special education assistant, then a social studies teacher, and now as a teacher educator 
working with pre-service and in-service teachers at their school sites and in off-site professional 
development. These personal and professional experiences inform my best hopes for my position 
with these teachers. While challenging them and working alongside them, I am not simply an 
evaluative redundancy. Teachers do not need one more pair of eyes in their classrooms passing 
summary judgment on their decisions as if I am privy to all of the professional and personal 
factors that impact their work.  
As an illustrative example, during my ten years as a social studies educator, my mother 
was placed in hospice care on three separate occasions before her eventual death two years 
before I left the classroom. I was thankful for colleagues, administrators, and students who never 
supposed they could fully grasp the practical and emotional impact of that process on my 
teaching. I was equally grateful for those who took the time to listen and invited me to share with 
them any small piece of that journey. In ways they could not fully appreciate, they compelled me 
to put that particular challenge into words, for them and me. These caring colleagues, friends, 
and students knew they could never inhabit my life. That did not stop them from reaching out to 
co-construct meaning out of my experience as a grieving, worried son, and a teacher. I lean on 
the example of all who made that thoughtful, caring outreach, even as I acknowledge all that I 




Rationale for Comparative Case Design 
My research questions ask both how teachers make sense of their context and how they 
construct the classroom at the same time with their practices. Denzin and Lincoln (2003) depict 
the qualitative researcher as one who stitches together observations, conversations and 
experiences to create a “montage” that indicates a “clearly defined sense of urgency and 
complexity” (p.7). I settled on comparative case-study because it speaks to the urgent and 
complex nature of a national conversation about the place of white supremacy and racism, while 
also attending to the inherent urgency and complexity of specific classrooms. My methods attend 
to each classroom as a particular space unlike any other, not a theoretical construct, or a world I 
can create on my own through inference. I am not speaking of the classroom as an abstraction, 
but these classrooms in the study, with teachers whose professional clock turns over daily, 
requiring them to “methodically construct their experiences and their worlds” (Gubrium & 
Holstein, 2003, p. 139). They do this with each lesson plan, each question they pose to students, 
and each text they select. 
I use comparative cases to move beyond a mere acknowledgement of the central role of 
white supremacy in national history. As stated in the previous chapter, that is available 
knowledge, competing with conventional curriculum that upholds a more idealist and exclusive 
vision of the country. Bartlett and Vavrus (2017) note that comparative case study holds the 
unique potential to examine the practice of individuals in context to “consider how social actors, 
with diverse motives, intentions, and levels of influence, work in tandem with and/or in response 
to social forces to routinely produce the social and cultural worlds in which they live (p.1).”. 
This research design challenged me to move beyond my own experiences. In my transition from 




lingering personal suspicions, informed only by my previous professional experience. With this 
study, I move further to embrace the new professional identity of an insider/outsider who brings 
teaching experience to other classrooms but must step off the ledge to immerse more fully in less 
familiar schools.  
This study fits explicitly within Bartlett and Vavrus’s (2017) “horizontal” frame, which 
establishes a similar unit of analysis and compares the process underway across these sites. They 
note studies of policy implementation and social processes across, hospitals, schools, and 
classrooms as promising avenues for deriving meaning from multiple cases. They also note two 
dangerous tendencies on either side. First, too many ignore the “social and historical processes 
(p.51)” that influence cases, so that participants are erroneously disassociated from the external 
processes that influence their actions. On the other hand, comparison may lead to 
oversimplification, leading to a tendency to imposing categories across cases that may not fit 
with the reality of each site. Two key features of horizontal cases in particular stand out to guide 
my conversations with teachers and observations of their classrooms (p.53): 
1. Horizontal comparison requires attention to how historical and contemporary 
processes have differently influenced different ‘cases,’ which might be 
defined as people, groups of people, sites, institutions, social movements, 
partnerships, etc.. 
2. The inclusion of multiple cases at the same scale need not flatten the cases by 
ignoring valuable information about each one. 
 
I selected multiple cases as opposed to a single case primarily because I think it most takes 
advantage of my resources as a lone researcher to witness and analyze varied teacher responses 
to their contexts. At the same time, the number of cases was manageable enough so that I didn’t 
sacrifice my ability to attend to the unique features of each site. Single case studies offer a 
unique opportunity for the researcher to immerse themselves to observe processes and 




differences of not only teacher approaches to the classroom, but their varied responses to some 
similar historical, social, and institutional realities. Also, in this case I prefer the comparative 
case approach overs the single case approach because of the potential to analyze the impact of a 
teacher’s context, but also see the teachers as individual actors who may have varied responses to 
similar social and institutional processes. As Bartlett and Vavrus (2017) write: “Comparative 
case studies resist the holism of many traditional case studies, which stubbornly refuse to 
distinguish phenomenon from context. (p.39).”  The comparative approach still allows for rich, 
immersive exploration of each single case on its own, honoring the unique features of each 
teacher’s life, work, and context. My pilot study of middle and high school history teachers 
examining their instructional decisions explored each of their personal histories and contexts, but 
was animated further when I set them alongside each other (Stutts, 2020).  
Additionally, the experience of going from school to school, seeing, hearing, and feeling 
those spaces as distinct communities was personally energizing. By design, I settled on three 
cases primarily because that number pushes up against the feasible limits of what I can observe 
and manage given resources and time. Additionally, it was important to me to push beyond one 
case, as the study is not intended to be an ethnographic account of one community. While I 
initially intended to observe and interview three teachers at three separate schools, during the 
process of recruitment and district negotiation my plans shifted slightly according to teacher and 
district willingness. Also, after speaking with two willing and promising participants who 
worked at one school, Enrique and Liza, it was clear that in terms of experience, identity, and 
position that each brought a distinct and separate set of individual factors to bear on the study. At 
the same time, their professional arrangement, in which the first-year teacher Liza, was adopting 




curriculum, in the same school, but in separate classrooms. Therefore, while this study covers 
three separate cases, there are inter-related aspects, considering all three work in the same 
district, and the clear professional connection between Enrique and Liza. 
Site Selection 
 With only three cases I cannot establish a fully representative sample that reflects the 
wide diversity of school settings. However, in using what Bartlett and Vavrus (2017) refer to as a 
“horizontonal homologous” (p.65) approach, it is possible to establish some common factors 
across the sites so that I may compare teacher responses to their context while also attending to 
the unique features of each school and classroom. Much of the literature on teacher education 
shows that few recommendations for practice generalize neatly across settings, and no one 
classroom experience is fully representative of another beyond its doors (Borko, 2007; Cochran-
Smith et al, 2015; Horn, Nolen & Campbell, 2008). On the other hand, the researcher runs the 
risk of analyzing cases too divergent from each other, so that the process of generating useful 
theory from those cases becomes unwieldy (Bartlett & Vavrus, 2017; Marshall & Rossman, 
2016). In that circumstance other teachers might not derive much insight from the story, and two, 
I could end up presenting not so much a comparative case study as three independent narratives 
whose relation to each other is unclear (Bartlett & Vavrus, 2017; Yin, 2018).  
These were difficult choices. I am aware of the growing plurality of school structures in 
this state and the need to attend the different professional realities of teachers across, traditional, 
charter, magnet, and independent schools. Just as much, from my experiences with teachers 
across the state and through my pilot study, I am keenly aware that place matters as well, and the 
professional reality of teachers in rural, urban, and suburban districts are quite different. Marshall 




population” (p.109) and from there make informed, intentional decisions about sampling from 
within that population. My site selection allows for reasonable variation while not sacrificing the 
richness and depth that comes from immersion in the sites. 
As a longtime teacher in the area, one good problem I faced in site and participant 
selection was relatively easy access to classrooms in the closest district due to existing 
relationships with teachers, administrators and district staff. However, under the criteria of 
generating new knowledge and insight for myself, I grew concerned about the possibility of 
having my conversations and observations overly compromised by my prior experience in this 
community. I still have a lot to learn about schooling, white supremacy, and racism in my former 
district and its schools. However, my own interest and learning and consequently the insight I 
might derive for the teacher participants and the readers would be better served by immersion in 
classrooms and schools less familiar to me.  
Having made the decision to go into less familiar spaces, it then became clear that I 
would need to work collaboratively with a district or districts to negotiate access in a way that 
would generate returns to that district and school as well as me as a researcher. I also needed to 
take care not to compromise school and district processes built over time based on their 
extensive experience with outside researchers. There is more than an ethical concern here. 
Professionally, I look forward to being part of an effort from the university here and personally 
as a teacher educator to more intentionally reach into schools where I could help to sustain 
promising research-practice partnerships.  
I considered risks and benefits of finding schools relatively similar in their institutional 
structure and student demographics. One benefit would be a tighter comparison of teacher 




multiple classrooms at a single site with a ready-made focus group and the opportunity to 
witness the interaction of these teachers in the naturalistic context of department meetings and 
Professional Learning Community (PLC) activities. I became concerned that my immersion in a 
single site would implicate me in a complicated dance of professional interaction that raised too 
many questions about my place among the teachers (Lerum, 2001). However, I needed to make 
careful choices about what is feasible for me as a lone researcher to witness, record, and reflect 
on the nature of the institution under study. 
Setting Overview: Parrish County5 
I selected a middle ground: multiple public school sites in a single district, for this study 
referred to as Parrish County. I chose a nearby district, whose size, diversity student and staff 
population, and long, complex history with the endemic forces of segregation, racial violence, 
and systemic racism make it a promising community to study the treatment of white supremacy 
in classrooms. The county as a whole and the city at the center typify a long Southern story of 
racial injustice, particularly as it concerns the country’s supposed progression to a post-slavery 
ideal. The county’s population rapidly increased in the late 19th century, bolstered by a vibrant 
Black community that, as was common, lost land, economic opportunity and equal access to 
school funding to entrenched white interests. Today, as the county and city recasts itself in the 
image of the “New South,” persistent segregation still echoes in the social and economic 
geography of the county (Brown, 2008; Vaughn & Eanes, 2018). 
 I began my social studies career in this county fifteen years ago as a student teacher at a 
school that pulled in students from the district’s predominantly white northern, rural areas, more 
affluent suburban enclaves, and predominantly Black and Latinx urban neighborhoods. Varied 
 




racial school demographics across the district reflect the longstanding patterns of community 
segregation that remain. For example, Wilkins High School on the county’s Eastern side has a 
student population that is 25.8% Hispanic, 37.9% Black, 4.9% Asian, and 27.9% white. Fair 
Valley High School (pseudonym), located closer to the county center, has a student population 
that is 17.7% Hispanic, 76.5% Black, 0.4% Asian, and 2.6% white6.  
Teaching about white supremacy and racism necessitates a response to national, regional, 
and local realities in the history and a flexible approach to unfolding events in the country and in 
a school’s community. Just in the last two years, protests of Confederate memorials, community 
action against the deportation of refugee residents, and growing concerns about gentrification’s 
effects on longtime residents has occupied local headlines. These represent the kinds of issues 
that directly concern families in the district as well as the region and the country’s relationship to 
white supremacy and racism.  
I was curious about the separate challenges and assets of teacher’s school. Each of 
Parrish County’s high schools have their unique histories and cultures. In the previous chapter, I 
described the influential role that history teachers play in designing curriculum and instruction. 
Teachers may interpret state and district guidelines quite differently across their classrooms. In 
my experience in schools and on district leadership committees, and particularly as a researcher 
and teacher educator in the district under study, I have personally witnessed that variance, and 
how it can lead to different experiences for students. These sites afforded the opportunity to 
witness the spaces that teachers take on their own, even as they work under the same state and 
district guidelines.  
 





References to a school as “diverse” are subjective interpretations, and I will avoid that 
kind of simplified characterization of each school here. Below (or attached in figure?) are ethno-
racial and economic demographics (as measured by Eligibility for Free and Reduced Lunch) for 
each school alongside the district numbers.  
Table 1 
Parrish County School and District Demographics – 2019-20 
 
 Parrish Magnet Sellers High School Parrish County 
Schools 
Black 29.3% 32.9% 41.6% 
Hispanic 27.8% 27.8% 32.8% 
white 36.9% 29.8 19.0% 
Multi-Racial 4.4% 4.8% 4.3% 
Asian 3.8% 4.4% 2.1% 
American Indian 0.2% 0.4% 0.2% 
Hawaiian Pacific 0.1% 0.1% 0.1% 
Free and Reduced 
Lunch Eligible 
37.28% 41.75% 52.81% 
 
Two observations about the two schools relative to the district stand out. First, both schools have 
significant cohorts of Black, white, and Hispanic (the district’s designation) students, with no 
one group holding a majority. In the case of Sellers High School, Black students have the highest 
representation, though not a majority. This reflects a demographic shift that has decreased the 
number of white students over the past 5 years (Urban Institute).  
Second, Black and Hispanic students are underrepresented, and white students are 




this study and the district have more Black and Hispanic students by percentage than the districts 
to the East (22.7% Black, 18% Hispanic) and to the West (11% Black, 16% Hispanic). In 
conversation with the teachers and listening to students, it is clear that these schools are widely 
perceived as occupying a place of relative racial and class privilege in the district, though in the 
case of Sellers High that may be changing. However, given that the district and county is more 
diverse and less affluent than the whiter suburban enclaves that mark the district’s Eastern and 
Western boundaries, that perception of privilege is minimized in the context of the region. Racist 
and classist outsider perceptions flatten intra-district difference.  
Participant Selection 
 Negotiating access to classrooms in this district was a process that involved multiple 
stakeholders, including district staff, teachers, and administrators (Bartlett & Vavrus, 2017; 
Marshall & Rossman, 2015; Yin, 2018).  I take concerns about the well-being of their students 
and staff seriously. To that end, I sat down and looked at the various gatekeeping processes for 
this study: the proposal committee, the Institutional Review Board (IRB), and the district, and 
started with the district first. About a year ago, I wrote a brief curriculum memo for teachers in 
the area about the challenges of teaching in the aftermath of the removal of the Silent Sam 
monument on UNC’s campus and finished with this point to consider: 
Most importantly, place the safety and dignity of your students first. If either of these is 
threatened, all of the above doesn’t matter. “Am I harming students?” and “Are my 
students being harmed?” is a reasonable place to work from and can lead to ambitious 
and transformative teaching.  
 
With that in mind, I took very seriously my place in this community as an educator. I wanted to 
be with teachers to do work that is ambitious in its potential to support teaching that more 
honestly confronts national history without jeopardizing the students right to physical and 




I worked backwards from the district level when I first conceived of this project, working 
from the assumption that approval from gatekeepers at that institutional level would be the 
greatest hurdle to classroom access. I knew that all of my work getting approval from the IRB 
and my committee could be easily waylaid by district level officials who are justifiably 
protective of students, staff, and their system’s reputation. After getting approval from the 
district’s research coordinator and IRB I reached out to the district-level social studies 
coordinator about my project, who suggested that I meet teachers at a large professional 
development gathering in the week before the start of the 2019-2020 school year. At that event, I 
facilitated an hour-long session with U.S. History teachers entitled “Narratives of Race, Racism, 
and white Supremacy in U.S. History Classrooms.”  From that event, I reached out to teachers 
who had expressed interest in the study. 
I selected three willing teacher participants who met the following criteria.: 
1. High school U.S. History teachers who teach the American History I or II course as 
listed in the North Carolina Department of Public Instruction. 
2. Teachers who express a commitment to openly discussing, teaching about, and 
working through racial history in the United States. 
3. Teachers who vary in their racial and gender identities, and consequently bring 
disparate personal and professional experiences to bear on the topic of white 
supremacy and racism. 
 
The above criteria fit most closely to a “stratified purposeful” sampling procedure that best 
facilitates comparison among the sites and participants, while honoring the unique characteristics 
of each participant’s experience (Patton, 2001). Therefore, while an experience in one classroom 
may be used to confirm or disconfirm theories generated in another, each case on its own may 





This study focuses on teachers who operate under the common institutional demand, to 
teach the “American History I or II” course as directed by the state of North Carolina (NCDPI, 
2011)  Teachers who have this demand in common, if they confront an American legacy of white 
supremacy and racism, are technically required by the state to nest that personal mission within 
the larger context of the course as defined by the state. Teachers in schools with more 
institutional autonomy, and out from under this course requirement, may feel an intrinsic need to 
balance this mission with the broader demands of a comprehensive review of U.S. History. 
However, they do not technically operate under the same directive. For the purposes of this 
dissertation I have chosen to exclude them. 
I was particularly curious as to how the teachers navigate their own personal hopes for 
their class with the hefty bureaucratic expectations of core curriculum. The teachers in this study 
are professionally responsible for the social, cultural, political and economic histories of the 
country. This includes everything from the broad features of the fight for racial justice to the 
accurate chronicling of the American legislative record. 
There are a few additional notes to make about the instructional criteria. First, though the 
study includes two separate courses, the American History I and II courses were, until five years 
ago fused together as one, and will be returning to that arrangement beginning in the 2020-21 
school year (Hui, 2019). The formal distinction between the American History I course, which 
covers the history of the United States until 1877, and the American History II course, which 
covers the succeeding chronology, does matter. It meant that one of the teachers in the study, 
Sarah, was looking at white supremacy and racism primarily through the lens of white European 
colonization in the 1600s while the other two, Enrique and Liza were focused on the late 1800s 




of similar eras, events, and historical actors. However, it is also important to understand that 
despite the separate historical content of the classes, each of the teachers was faced with a 
common challenge of navigating the conventions of traditional history curriculum that shifts and 
manipulates across eras. While future research would benefit from a narrower content focus, this 
study did allow me to observe instructional curricular and approaches that address white 
supremacy in multiple forms, not just along political, social, economic lines but a racist legacy 
that is anti-Black, anti-Indigenous, anti-Asian, and anti-Latinx. 
Criteria 2  
I arrived at Criteria 2 by way of avoiding two concerns. First, I did not plan to actively 
seek out teachers who avoid the topic of white supremacy and racism altogether or, even worse, 
express explicitly racist view of curriculum. I am aware such teachers exist but did not hold a 
particular interest in spending 12 months to highlight that known reality. Alternatively, I was not 
seeking model cases of instruction, though it is entirely possible that through this selection I find 
them. Rather, I am selecting for disposition and commitment, so that I can more clearly focus on 
how teachers mediate that commitment with the contextual factors in their communities and 
schools (Au, 2007; Lipsky, 1980). This may, by extension, imply that they openly confront white 
supremacy and racism. As I was selecting teachers before doing any classroom observations, this 
was a process of purposeful sampling according to the teacher’s expressed commitments and 
their perceptions of the challenges they face. Therefore, this study did not pre-suppose that these 
commitments map directly onto classroom practice. In fact, one hope of the study was to observe 
and analyze the relationship between these commitments and practice. 
Criteria 3  
Studies have shown that race is an essential factor for understanding how individuals 




2017). Furthermore, racial identity is a vital component of a teacher’s approach to curriculum, 
instruction, and the nature of schooling, and bears directly on their professional position in their 
school and district (Singh, 2018; Sun, 2018; Vickery, 2017). It is essential that this group of 
participants bring varied life and professional experiences to the classroom. Given the central 
role that race plays in one’s perception of the curriculum and their experiences in schools, I aim 
to select a racially diverse group of teachers. 
However, given that this is only a study of 3 teachers, I understand that it is not possible 
to come close to representing the wide range of identities and experiences that teachers bring to 
the classroom.  It was important to me that each participant not exist in the study as a 
generalizable representative of their socio-cultural position or racial identity. These teachers are 
not used to essentialize their race, gender, or sexuality to define how all teachers with similar 
identities might approach the subject (Brown, 2014). I sought a diverse group of participants to 
expand the range of possible approaches to the classroom, and as an acknowledgment that when 
it comes to teaching and the story of the United States, race matters. That was the criteria I used 
in selecting participants for my pilot study on teacher decision-making in the American South, 
leading to a strong and diverse group of participants. At the district’s request, I undertook the 
process of teacher selection using these criteria once the project was approved by the dissertation 
committee and the Institutional Review Board (IRB).  
Overview of Participants: Sarah, Enrique, and Liza  
Ultimately, I secured participation from 3 teachers in two separate schools. Sarah, now in 
her 14th year as a social studies teacher, teaches American History I at a public magnet school, 
Parrish Magnet, in the district located in the city center at the geographical center of the district 




have applied. Enrique, a 4th year teacher, and Liza, a 1st year teacher, both teach American 
History II at Sellers High School, a traditional public school with no special designation or 
selective process for enrollment, on the geographical periphery of the district. I reached out to 
Sarah based on a previous experience working with her during a summer professional 
development program for teachers on classroom approaches to the American South. I had not 
met Enrique or Liza until the professional development experience at the start of the school year. 
All three teachers expressed to me, in conversation, a commitment to further developing their 
approach to racism and white supremacy in their teaching.  
 I asked each of these teachers to self-identify their race and ethnicity to the extent that 
they were willing. Their responses highlighted the contested, complex nature of race and 
ethnicity. Sarah identified clearly as white, with no qualifiers. In the cases of Liza and Enrique, 
their identities reflect the subjective, contestable nature of both race and ethnicity (Kim, 1999). 
Rather than jam their stories of ongoing identity formation into fixed category, their own 
descriptions of their ongoing process of racial and ethnic identity formation offer the clearest 
picture. All three participants, in their own coming to terms with their racial position, defy 
reductive descriptions covered by a checked box on a form. Because their own stories of ethno-
racial identity formation are bound up in their orientation to white supremacy and racism, I will 
let the participants speak more fully to that in the findings. These excerpts from my initial 
conversations with them reveal both the problems of a reductive discourse around race with 
finite categories, but also the importance of allowing participants to fully tell their story of 
identity. Both move back and forth across concepts of culture, geography, race, ethnicity, and 
class to work through a story of their identity. Hall (1985) referred to race as a “floating 




contested and re-interpreted. Their complex and nuanced interpretation of their own identity fits 
within the broader trend of the study, in which theoretical approaches to race, racism, and the 
nation are varied. 
Data Collection 
The outline of my data collection schedule is attached in Appendix A, laying out a 
schedule for semi-structured individual and group conversations, classroom observation, and the 
collection of instructional artifacts. The timeline was designed to facilitate reflection and 
interpretation during data collection that will not only inform my analysis after I left the field, 
but also contribute to an adaptive study design (Bartlett & Vavrus, 2017; Patton, 2001; Yin, 
2018). My observations informed the creation of individual and group interview protocols, and 
served as the basis for informal conversations with teachers while I am at their schools. 
My study design and the empirical study genre in general establish some distinct 
boundaries between data collection and analysis. The actual process of witnessing, reflecting, 
and analyzing are, from my experience and backed by the literature, coupled more tightly 
(Marshall & Rossman, 2016; Miles and Huberman, 1994). Analytic memos and data reduction 
have been a key part of the process. Daily memos and interim case summaries after each week of 
observation and conversation modeled after Miles and Huberman’s framework (1994) will be 
ongoing. These memos and summaries noted emerging themes and codes. 
The data collection approach was designed specifically to account for the central 
components of the research questions, put simply: their beliefs, their actions, and their context. 
As it concerns the first two of those components, belief and action, the data collection process is 
designed so that the rationale and practice are consistently in conversation. The planned 




conversations with the teachers was designed so that our interrogations of their classroom were 
not simply summative reviews. The conversations also asked teachers to reflect on their context: 
the in-school and out of school factors that impact their work. 
After securing participation from each of the teachers, I met with each to schedule a 10-
12 day window of instructional observation, starting in September of 2020. In the early stages of 
a study, these classroom observations were an opportunity to work from a wider field of vision, 
eventually leading to more targeted observation across the sites, as recommended by Bartlett and 
Vavrus (2017).These observations were an opportunity to observe these classrooms without the 
specific pre-requisite that the topic for the day is focused on white supremacy or racism. My 
study is designed to explore not just the teaching of these themes, but also their place in the 
larger instructional context of their classes. I gained a broader picture of their classroom culture 
and their approach to the course more generally, with specific attention to their treatment of 
white supremacy and racism when the opportunity arose. In Liza’s case, her busy schedule as a 
first-year teacher as well as factors outside the classroom limited her availability. I observed 
instruction every other day over the course of three weeks, and returned in January for a final 
single-session observation. 
 When I was in the classrooms, I worked as much as possible from an observation 
protocol that I piloted in the classrooms of two colleagues, described in Appendix B. That 
organizational scheme was useful on some days, but as my time in the schools progressed, I 
found that transcribing student and teacher talk and action as much as I could while using class 
pauses as moments for written reflection produced the most insightful data. As Bartlett and 
Vavrus (2017) note, a systematic approach that focuses on description is essential, while 




each class period I left with a “Notes” file which contained mostly verbatim transcription and a 
chronicle of teacher and student movement and a “memo” file which contained mostly my sense-
making as the class was underway. I then took part of each day after my observations to expand 
on these memos and place my observations in the context of previous classroom visits and 
emerging themes. 
 The first few days in each teacher’s classroom was a sharp reminder of all of the sounds, 
systems, and responsibilities that tug at a teacher’s time. The days marked by bells going off 
incessantly sometimes in the middle of class periods. One bell may ring out is a high-pitched 
wine lasting five seconds marking a class changeover in another part of the building entirely. 
Another bell runs on for interminable five seconds like the sound of a flatulent robot. The 
classroom phone rings often during instructional time. In every teacher’s case blocks reserved for 
planning in between classes we’re routinely taken away by the demand to cover for an absent 
teacher who was unable to secure a (poorly) paid substitute in for the day. I was struck by the 
routine  of these incursions on a teacher’s time and how quickly I had erased them from my 
memory even though I had lived with them for 13 years in my own classrooms. 
Those conditions impact teacher practice and they impact research with teachers. With 
low material rewards for their work, it is natural that teachers will triage in order to prioritize 
what needs the most attention in order to serve their students and also continue to meet 
obligations in their own lives to their families, their communities, and their personal well-being. 
By design, I sought out teachers in spaces that were unfamiliar to me and less colored by 
previous professional history. That meant that we had to negotiate our working and research 
relationship in short order. That microwaved negotiation is quite different from a typical 




course of one or several school years. Under these conditions, I attempted to carefully navigate 
around the teacher’s other commitments so as not to disrupt their primary commitment to the 
students.  
Additionally, I collected instructional artifacts from all three teachers during these visits. 
These consisted of anything distributed to students during the course of the lesson, including 
readings, tests and quizzes, and project handouts. As I returned to these artifacts and focused on 
specific lessons, I reached back out to the teachers so they could share presentations they had 
made to the class that I had referenced in my field notes and class scripts.  
I conducted an initial semi-structured interview with each teacher followed by ongoing 
conversations with the teachers during my visit. Every initial interview and most conversations 
were recorded and transcribed. In some cases, our talks with each other happened spontaneously 
before or after a class period, and in those cases I let our conversation run without the presence 
of the recorder and wrote memos based on the substance of those talks at the next available 
moment. I finished with a group meeting in January among the four of us to place the teacher’s 
passions, values, and concerns in conversation.  
The initial interview questions are attached in Appendix C. These questions were 
designed to surface the teacher’s view of their school and community, their approach to 
curriculum instruction and the stated belief systems and life experiences that contribute to their 
stance. To address my research questions, the individual interviews were specifically designed to 
generate teacher insight about personal belief, the context of their schools, and their approach to 
practice. As I did with much of my data collection, I returned to these interview guides and 
adjusted them slightly based on my experience in the field. In Appendix C, I have attached two 




revised slightly for my interviews with Enrique and Liza, based on issues I ran into regarding 
available time with the teachers during their planning periods. 
My interview approach incorporated what Madison (2005) referred to as both the 
“topical” and “personal narrative” approach, inviting the teachers to talk across their life and 
their practice. As Madison noted, these interview categories are not isolated from each other, and 
since this study explicitly looks at a host of factors that may impact their decision-making, 
including their personal relationship to the forces of white supremacy and racism.  
The classroom observations served as a foundation for ongoing dialogue. I generated 
themes from the participants (Marshall & Rossman, 2015) but also provide a dialogic space in 
which we generated new insight about the themes of history, place, and race together (Freeman 
et al, 2007). Additionally, these conversations allowed the teachers to share as much as they felt 
comfortable about their professional environment, including school culture in general, but also 
their response to anything of particular importance in the school at that time. This could concern 
relationship with colleagues, administrators, district personnel, or events in the school. 
Furthermore, these conversations asked teachers to reflect on any national, regional, or local 
issues that affect their practice or their thinking about their classes. While the nature of these 
conversations depended on each teacher’s case, a general framework for these discussions is 
provided in Appendix D. 
As an outsider to their classrooms, building a relationship with the teachers and engaging 
in conversation meant that we frequently discussed life, the classroom, the school, or a variety of 
topics in unrecorded conversation. I don’t have much more to say on these conversations other 
than it felt important, as a visitor to their classroom, to hold some space for a relation outside the 




conversations more directly related to the goals of my study blurred. My summary of their cases 
mostly represents what I was able to record and transcribe. However, my sense of their 
classrooms was no doubt informed by the entirety of our time together, not all of which made it 
into a transcription. 
We reconvened for one last group discussion in January of 2020 to de-brief instruction, 
re-visit teacher positions of the purpose of history education and the place of white supremacy in 
the United States, and the challenges and successes of the Fall. The semi-structured guide for 
than conversation is attached in Appendix E. I developed those questions partly as a summary 
review of the semester but also as an opportunity to share emerging theories with them so they 
could share their insights. For example, I used a quote around the concept of “master narrative” 
as an opportunity to further delve into their relationship to conventional history. This was also an 
opportunity for the teachers to share successes and struggle from the Fall with each other. As 
with the earlier individual conversations with each of the teachers, this was also an opportunity 
to consider any national, regional, or local issues from the Fall that either impacted their 
instruction or their thinking on teaching about white supremacy and racism.  
Data Analysis 
The process of witnessing, reflecting, and analyzing are, from my experience and backed 
by the literature, tightly (Coffey & Atkinson, 1996). After I left these sites in December and 
January, sitting down to make sense of the cases and to form a cohesive whole was a significant 
and time-consuming undertaking. Analytic memos, and data reduction were a key part of the 
data collection process. That work was underway throughout the study. Daily memos and interim 




Huberman’s framework (1994) were ongoing. In these memos I noted emerging themes, possible 
counter-stories and alternative explanations, and developed initial themes and codes.  
Organizing the data along both the clear, concrete patterns that emerge from the 
participants and more abstract theory-driven groupings is important. Madison (2005) refers to 
this as “low-level coding” and “high level coding (p.37)”.  Once I had all the data recorded and 
transcribed, I first relied on the innovative and emerging practice of printing it out and reading 
through all of it. Away from the digital distractions of the both the coding software and the 
computer, I organized the printed data by case and type and reviewed it, alongside my memos, to 
note emerging themes. The documents were analyzed using a qualitative content analysis 
through a directed approach (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005), looking specifically for any content that 
reveals something about the teacher’s approach to racism, white supremacy, and their approach 
to the American historical narrative more broadly. This allowed me to consider both the 
teacher’s approach to specific histories but also their approaches to the discipline and the nation. 
Interpretation of the data implies “expansion” as well, so that I am not simply sorting in 
vivo codes, checking for word frequency, as a process of indexing (Coffey & Atkinson, 1996). 
Generating meaning from the data involved listening to the participants first, but also noting 
what is missing and conceptual relationships across the data. Nationalist narrative, ideology, and 
even the structure of schooling is often concealed beneath a louder din of explicit statements of 
belief, institutional missions, and lofty hopes for social and national progress (Popkewitz, 
Pereyra & Franklin, 2001; Ross & Vinson, 2011; Tyack and Cuban, 1995). My analysis leaned 
on the words of the teachers in conversation, in instruction, and in their instructional artifacts to 




My first read through of the data led to a similar realization I had when I was physically 
in the classrooms: these are dynamic, complex spaces not easily reduceable to a neat series of 
codes, or made clearer by the frequency with which one word is repeated over another. However, 
with the responsibility to make sense of these dynamic spaces and also decide what to attend to 
in this data I developed a series of codes that first allowed me to sort the voices, actions, and 
lessons of the participants into manageable categories. I developed these codes as a way to 
understand the teacher’s relation to factors that influence their approach to the U.S. History 
course. I found twelve key factors that reflected the local, national, personal, and historical 





Race, Racism, and white Supremacy 
Students (interpersonal) 
Families and Parents 
School (colleagues, administrators) 
Assessment 




After sorting the data along this organizational frame, I then evaluated the data and underwent a 
second round of organizing that reflected my initial research questions. That scheme sorted the 
words of the teachers, the lessons, and my notes and summaries along a three-part frame: the 
nature of the teacher’s commitment to teaching about white supremacy and racism, the 
challenges to that commitment, and the process of negotiating their stated commitment within 
their instructional context. I looked at each category and assess its relationship to both racism, 




 In looking across the fieldnotes, memos, interviews, and instructional artifacts, I took 
each case in turn, beginning with Sarah’s, and then moving onto Enrique and Liza, using each 
case to confirm and disconfirm themes and insight generated from each teacher along the way. 
Analysis of the final group interview allowed me to work from some of these emerging themes, 
as analysis was already underway, in conversation with the teachers. I found that the elements of 
the data related to classroom observation, the field notes and the instructional artifacts, offered 
the opportunity to hone in on those aspects of the teacher’s stated commitments that took up the 
greatest space in the actual school space. However, that data was also the most overwhelming, as 
it represented the natural course of class periods contingent on the unpredictable and often 
chaotic nature of human relation in a school setting. Furthermore, I had no hand in how these 
class periods would unfold, largely sitting back as a silent observe, though in some cases 
students graciously included in me aspects of their class culture. I found that after looking across 
the classroom data, that for this study honing in on lessons that most typified the teacher’s 
negotiation of their commitment in their context was manageable and revealed important truths 
about their instruction. 
Based on that process, what follows in my findings are each case in turn, organized along 
a common four-part frame. First, I provide an overview of each teacher’s identity and their 
school. That overview sets the stage for a review of their commitment to teaching about white 
supremacy and racism, the challenges to that commitment, and their process of negotiation. 
Finally, in each case I finish with a closer look at instruction, based on notes from classroom 





The research process has raised important questions for me, and I think fellow 
researchers in a similar position by taking up these questions. How can I continue to push 
research on history education beyond an analysis of texts, standards, and objects of curriculum so 
that readers have a fuller picture of the messy and complex nature of daily classroom practice? 
How do I account for my strengths and limitations as a former teacher and current outsider now 
out from under the labor conditions that impact teacher work and life? What are my ethical 
responsibilities to the students in these classrooms? When are the potential benefits of a research 
project outweighed by the consequences of my incursion into a learning space, and what are the 
costs of departure, or termination of a project? These questions reflect a tension between the 
urgent research need to understand teacher life and a policy environment that squeezes them.  
That process of reflection for me requires some boundary setting in my work with 
teachers, so that I avoid totalizing judgments of teachers that may be hurtful, harmful, and 
counterproductive.  It also requires some risk-taking so that my commitment to students in K-12 
schools remains. Through this dissertation, what do I hope to give back to myself and what is for 
others: the participants, the readers, other teachers and teacher educators? I believe this work 
must first generate meaningful insight to me as a researcher and also to the teacher participants 
themselves. I did not leave the classroom and enter this program to certify and amplify 
previously held beliefs about pedagogy and curriculum, and thankfully my eyes see different 
things in classrooms than they did four years ago. If my methodological considerations are at all 
borne out of fear, it is not about publishing, or the scope of my audience, but a gnawing concern 
that my work would fail to produce a significant return to me or to the participants. Conversely, 




parameters for observation, conversation, and analysis, that I see things I had not before, 
allowing, as Way (2005) says, “the unexpected to emerge” (p.534).  
This is not intended to drive at one generalizable truth about the participant experiences. 
Way (2005) noted that “researchers frequently infer or explicitly state that what they have 
discovered from their data is object truth and that their findings can, therefore, be generalized to 
larger populations” (p.533). This is a caution against prioritizing generalizability as a central 
hallmark of validity. Like Way, I seek no such standard, but know that a diverse of array of 
voices and a participant-centered approach will generate compelling though not universally 
representative accounts. More importantly, it is important to hear and see the experiences of both 
teachers and students to explore both similar and competing visions of what is happening in the 
classroom. 
I am guided by the hope that these teachers learn something about themselves, their 
practice, their students, and their curriculum that helps to sustain them professionally. Those are 
the marks set the path for my methods. I am aware of various standards for evidence and quality 
across the disciplines of education and qualitative research (AERA, 2006; Yin, 2003). The 
methodological design of this comparative case study is not principally driven by those voices 
outside of school buildings. However, my methods consider the evolving discussion about 
quality research so that those who wield power to influence curriculum and teacher education see 






CHAPTER 4: FINDINGS 
Introduction 
In this chapter, I will take each case in turn, organized along a common frame. First, I 
will introduce each teacher and briefly describe the context of their school and their path to the 
classroom. Then, I narrate each teacher’s relationship to white supremacy and racism in the U.S. 
History classroom by first noting the nature of their commitment to teaching about it, and 
secondly the challenges to that commitment. Finally, with each teacher I dig into a classroom 
enactment, highlighting the processes of discretion and negotiation they use to balance their 
personal vision for the class, the needs of the students, and the demands of the institution around 
them. Below, I will summarize the major takeaways from these findings to frame an 
understanding of these cases. 
 
1. Commitment: First, each of the teachers located a commitment to resist master narrative 
and address a legacy of white supremacy and racism in the United States at pre-
professional or early career experiences. These commitments manifested in an expressed 
dismissal and in some cases defiance of idealist, patriotic narratives of the country. These 
highly personal experiences were promising points of departure from reductive stories of 
the nation, especially as it concerns white supremacy and racism. Each of the teacher’s 
stories was unique, though all experienced some period of dislocation from the South and 





2. Challenge: Second, an array of teacher responsibilities challenged the space these 
commitments held in their practice. A stated desire to confront the truth of the nation’s 
racist and white supremacist past and present in their classes was nested among their 
justified attention to other immediate and felt demands. Some of these responsibilities 
were specific to the academic discipline of social studies and more specifically U.S. 
History, such as an expressed but loosely articulated need to attend to the broad survey 
nature of the course along a conventional political chronology. Furthermore, teacher time 
outside of class to plan and enact substantive, lasting changes to curriculum and practice 
competed with an array of non-negotiable institutional and relational responsibilities 
common to teachers across disciplines and subjects.  
 
3. Negotiation: Third, teaching about white supremacy and racism heavily called upon the 
teachers’ abilities to operate as their own agents who strategically managed institutional, 
student, and personal demands. That negotiation resulted in a thin attachment to formal 
school and district systems when teachers moved beyond the boundaries of convention. 
Efforts to challenge convention and recast national narratives with white supremacy and 
racism as a major aspect of the class were primarily teacher-driven efforts outside of the 
formal hierarchy of school and district support and evaluation. These included teacher-
created communities, alternative online curriculum developers in place of the textbook, 





I’ll address each of these findings within the case, beginning with Sarah at Parrish Magnet, 
followed by Enrique and Liza at Seller High. With each teacher, I finish with a more particular 
case of classroom enactment. Space for classroom encounters with white supremacy and racism 
expanded when teachers seized upon student noticing and protected time for their contributions. 
However, those moments were contingent upon specific features of a class. These moments were 
supported, but not guaranteed, by lesson design that centered issues of race.  
Case 1: Sarah 
Introduction 
Sarah is a white, female veteran teacher at Parrish Magnet School who teaches at both the 
middle and high school level. At the time of this study, she was in her twelfth year in the 
classroom and her ninth year in the district. Though she was born and raised in the area, she 
gained her first experiences as a teacher in Hawaii, where she earned her Master’s degree and 
spent her first 3 years in the classroom.  
Parrish Magnet’s school population is diverse in that no one racial ethnic or group holds a 
majority in the student population. I observed Sarah’s two American History I classes, which by 
design combine “Honors” and “Standard” students into both sections. My arrangement with the 
district prevented me from accessing or disclosing racial or ethnic data of the students in the 
classes, and I am reticent to use my own subjective phenotypical observations to make definitive 
statements about the identity of each student. The classes reflected the demographic profile of 
the school, and the faces I saw in the halls. In both classes, many in both classes spoke of their 
own experiences as Black and Latinx students. 
As a reminder, Parrish Magnet is located in the middle of the urban center of Parrish 




operating for most of the 20th century as the main white high school in the district, before 
transitioning to becoming as predominantly Black high school in the wake of school integration 
in the 1970s. In the 1990s, Parrish Magnet transitioned to becoming a magnet school. Admission 
is based on an open application lottery system.  
Today, Parrish Magnet’s racial makeup in some ways reflects the diversity of the county 
(see Table 1 from Chapter 2), in that no one ethno-racial group holds a majority. However, that 
surface reality appears to cover over a disconnect between the school’s Black and Latinx families 
and school norms. The school is a sought-after magnet that pulls in students and families from 
around the county, and is perceived by many as being less attentive to the needs of students of 
color and inattentive to the persistence of individualized and systemic racism. Sarah shares: 
It's still very much based in a white, middle class or upper class goal, even if you're not 
upper class. Cultural norms. And so, I think we have a lot of barriers. I also think we give 
a great education, but there are a lot of barriers to who has access to that. I think that we 
are very well-intentioned and are continuing to push good behavior as these sort of white, 
middle class values. We tend to be very punitive. I'm fine with being structured, but when 
are we looking for teacher versus students and when are we trying to help kids be 
successful? 
 
As a member of the school’s equity team, Sarah expresses a commitment to talking more openly 
about white culture and norms at the school, but there are few signs that that work is embedded 
in the school’s systems beyond the classroom door. Recently, the school gained notoriety for its 
treatment of Black students in In-School Suspension (ISS) leading to justified concern from 
Black parents about the safety of their children in the building. On that event, Sarah noted a 
stance of defensiveness on the part of some of her fellow teachers and a desire to retreat to a 
more general conversation around equity rather than an inspection of practices in the building.: 
It’s both addressed and silenced and like many things in the power structure that 
completely models white supremacy. It’s continued to be addressed in some powerful 




 Relative to other classrooms I have visited for the purposes of this study and in my work 
as a teacher educator, the walls were full, adorned with a range of informational posters, like a 
map of American Indian cultures, a map of global genocides, and an informational graphic on 
political ideologies. There were three bookshelves on the back filled with not just history texts 
but a personal literature collection. At the front of the room are copies of texts that she pulled 
from to counter the master narrative of traditional textbooks, including Roxane Dunbar-Ortiz’s 
An Indigenous People’s History of the United States, which is one of an ongoing series of 
publications from Beacon Press that are intended to counter the evasions of traditional textbooks 
from the “Big 3” publishers. The room overall reflects an attention to multiple representations of 
historical knowledge, and a teacher whose passion for the discipline of history is reflected on the 
bookshelves and on the walls. The desks are arranged in groups of four or five, and the start of 
each class period usually reflected the environment on the walls: busy and active.  
Sarah’s Commitment 
Sarah’s approach to white supremacy and racism in U.S. History classes, which I would 
describe as centrally a project to expose the irrational logics of American white conscience, 
tracks with a lifelong project of reflective interrogation of nationalist myths and her own place in 
that story. As the only white teacher in this study, she was always careful to avoid positioning 
herself as a finished intellectual product on matters of race, instead giving off the impression of 
someone continuously in the throes of awakening, animated by a broad passion for history as a 
discipline. In this case, as with the others, I will describe the nature of Sarah’s intellectual 
approach to white supremacy and racism, the link between that approach and her teaching 
philosophy, and finish with a review of her early and pre-professional experiences as the 




When I asked Sarah for her working definition of white supremacy she began with a 
reference to the systems that uphold white power, then pivots to a discussion of white ignorance 
as a central feature. She also links that to a white belief in meritocracy.: 
I would define it as the structures in place to maintain white authority and power. I think 
there's another part of it, which is about white privilege, which is that, as a white person, 
you don't even have to be aware of the barriers that still exist. I know that that's part of 
the oppression, but I think that it's linked to white supremacy because there's such a move 
to say, "but that's the past and now these barriers are gone," so now it's about hard work 
and now it's about what you're doing. I think the two really are very much related. 
 
I share Sarah’s belief that white moves to diminish or erase the persistence of white supremacy 
are a key feature of its survival. Nonetheless, it is important to take note of the space the aspect 
takes up in her attention to white supremacy and racism, as her instruction reflects a sustained 
commitment to center white conscience and myth-making. She goes on.: 
The goals are to sort of begin to understand how stereotypes are created, when they're 
created and therefore why they are created, which is part of a longer story of US history 
for me or any history for me. 
 
Sarah, at this point in her teaching, is committed to a convention vs. counter-story approach to 
the nation’s history, principally through an exposition of white settler conscience. Therefore, she 
takes on two projects in her selection of curriculum: the presentation of master narrative, what 
she repeatedly refers to as the “bare bones” and a collection of texts and ideas that narrate the 
violence, racism, and exploitation at the core of the national story. As she says, she has settled on 
this approach along with support from a few other teachers after a few years of experimentation. 
Here, she refers to continued use of the textbook alongside other sources: 
But I will say we tried to fight it the last two years and then we said, "You know what? 
We're just going to use it," and actually that's the bare bones and now we have a 
comparison text which is talking about the same things, and so that in itself actually left 





Her dual project is a working back and forth between a broad survey as chronicled in 
conventional objects like the textbook and the primary and secondary source material that more 
intensely focuses on white racial projects. I’ll describe some of the challenges of this approach 
later for both Sarah and the students. It is a direction that matches Sarah’s general faith in the 
utility of conventional signposts of the course such wars, territorial expansion, social and 
political movements, and economic events, but the rejection of these signposts in service of a de-
racialized American meritocratic story. 
Following on her definition of white supremacy, I also asked her to describe the place of 
racism and white supremacy in the logic of the white founders and the authors of the canonical 
political documents that serve as the basis for the U.S. government. Given her approach that pits 
competing stories of the nation against each other, I asked her about her own personal vision of 
the racial reality of the United States compared to the political, philosophical, and theoretical 
traditions found in the conventional story. Sarah’s position strikes an interesting balance on this 
front.:  
These promises are propaganda essentially to get a group of white people to follow them 
and believe that they're part of this. This is what they really were doing, but the good 
news is that they still said these things, and so we get to still make them true, rather than 
the like, "Well, they just didn't know and you just have to have ... You have to really 
understand where they were coming from at the time." It's more saying, "Well, these 
words are written and therefore we get to make them true," even though that's not what 
they intended...The goals are to sort of begin to understand how stereotypes are created, 
when they're created and therefore why they are created, which is part of a longer story of 
US history for me or any history for me. 
 
She holds up a white textual foundation of the United States in its philosophical and political 
record, while negating the motives of the authors as propagandist and operating with some 




theoretical promises of freedom, justice, and equality enshrined in these documents apart from 
honoring the documents’ creators. 
Like many history teachers I have spoken with, when asked to describe her purpose as a 
teacher, Sarah described herself as someone who pushes students to develop as historians who 
develop subjective interpretations of history and the world. She grants herself the latitude to 
structure how the class proceeds so that she may set some of the agenda as far as what themes 
and events are covered in the class.: 
I think of myself more as a coach and to teach them to sort of be historians. I'm really 
trying to get them to have the confidence, and that's why I say coach, but to have the 
confidence to feel like they have opinions of thing that we're looking at to make 
connections and stuff. Yes, I'm the one who finds the documents, but I'm trying very hard 
to coach them into finding their own answers. Having said that, of course I have an 
agenda and if there are things that I want them to get to then we're going to get to them 
and I'll say, "Yes, and ..." 
 
Sarah’s enactment of the move necessitates that she alternately plays the role of curator, lecturer, 
and facilitator, often juggling these roles day by day, as she undergoes the process of revising the 
U.S. History course as the year unfolds. 
Sarah is still clearly animated by a passion for history as a discipline, and she consumes 
secondary texts that reflect that interest with a specific focus on the process of historical revision: 
From the very beginning I was student teaching, I'm already trying to pull, for me, the 
only other textbook was Howard Zinn and Loewen’s Lies My Teacher Told Me. I've since  
added and I read and I read and I read, and I would anyway because I like the subjects, 
but I know that it's ... Well, I don't know that I will lose the energy. I assume I will. I am 
13 years in, and I'm more excited than I was when I started.  
 
Her personal intellectual journey reflects a need to address the clear presence of stereotype and 
idealist, often racist myths in traditional history in the class. That is a journey that has evolved, 
and similar to other participants, she feels she has more space for it following on an earlier need 




It's changed since I first started, because when I first started I was just trying to know 
enough of the content to be able to answer questions and I was really focused on the 
standards. Now it's really based on what books I've been reading, or what's inspired me, 
or conversations I've had. 
 
Sarah frequently puts her attachment to Southern identity and her privileged position 
within the larger social and economic structure of the region in conversation. Talking with me, 
she reflected on her own upbringing in the region and a familial history with an origin story of 
European immigration now rooted in the South. She concluded that it took her some time to see 
the inconsistency between the idea American meritocracy and the realities of white racial 
advantage. As she put it.: 
I was still sort of brought up with, "Well, you have to work hard. And if other people 
aren't doing well, then that's because they're not working hard…But it's that duality of 
like, "Well, I work hard and so I deserve what I got…but I didn't recognize that growing 
up…there are some advantages to just being white and being able to walk in a room and 
people assume you belong there. Yes, working hard helps, for sure, but I mean yet, let's 
think of all the examples of people who've worked hard in their lives that can't move 
beyond these barriers. 
 
She narrated a gradual process of intellectual, political, and professional socialization that put 
issues of race, racism, and colonization at the forefront. This was, as she put it, a process that 
took place in college to varying degrees:   
Howard Zinn was something that my brother and I discovered. My brother was a History 
major and I was an Arts major at, and he was like, "I have this book you've got to read.” 
 
However, she consistently referred back to her teacher preparation program in Hawaii and her 
time there as a significant pivot point. Her university-based teacher preparation program lasted 
two years, and she touted it as a strong one that prepared her well for the classroom and provided 
her with an immersive experience that forced her to confront her racial and cultural position.  On 
that time in Hawaii, she said: 
But I also was lucky enough to grad school in Hawaii, and I totally went there because I 




North Carolina white girl. There's a lot more racial mixing there, but to some of them, 
Polynesian, mixtures of Polynesian, full Hawaiian, what-have-you, and I'm sitting here 
and so immediately I was like, "I got to really think about how I'm doing this and be 
cognizant that I am a visitor and I am part of this colonizing group that to a people that 
their language has only been legal again for, at the time, 40 years, and so what am I 
doing?" 
 
As with the other participants, Sarah is inclined to locate some of her increasing 
awareness of the traces of white supremacy at a phase of dislocation, in this case her move from 
the American South to Hawaii, eventually returning with a fresh perspective. Her focus on prior 
belief and her ongoing commitment to reflect on those beliefs is a personal process. That 
personal story is an important one in her case because her approach to U.S. History broadly and 
the place of white supremacy and racism consistently revolves around surfacing belief systems, 
attachments to stereotype and myth, and working against those belief systems through a counter-
narrative approach.  
Challenges to Sarah’s Commitment 
 As I will with the other participants, in this section I describe the pressures on Sarah’s 
commitment to work through white supremacy and racism, that come in a variety of forms. 
These pressures most broadly sort into the professional demands on her as a teacher that constrict 
sustained attention to curricular and pedagogical revision, and the staying power of conventional 
knowledge demands in the U.S. History course. I begin with the first set of school-level demands 
before moving on to a discussion of her relation to common understandings of the purpose of a 
U.S. History class. 
My time over the course of thirteen days at Parrish Magnet filled out a picture of her 
professional context beyond the interviews. Above all, I was reminded of the tight restrictions of 
time, and all of the responsibilities outside of the classroom that constrain sustained teacher 




routinely called to cover other teacher’s classes during her planning period because of the 
inability to secure a paid substitute. The classroom phone rang frequently. On one occasion, the 
office called her four times over the course of five minutes on the topic of payment for a future 
class field trip. Additionally, she was frequently headed for planning period meetings about 
individual students that were usually called less than a day in advance. 
I don’t think these incursions on both her planning time and her time with students are 
abnormal. In many cases, such as the need to meet with other teachers and counselors about a 
particular student, the demand on her time seems justified. I note these incursions because, in the 
consideration of how a teacher will spend their time and energy to revise practice and 
curriculum, the responsibilities I describe are rarely accounted for. If a single teacher, or a 
department, or a professional learning community (PLC) made an intentional effort to build in 
time within the paid school day to chart a new course away from the comfort of historical 
convention, there appear to be no systems to protect that time.  
I narrate that challenge here because, while a school day is neatly marked by the routine 
ringing of bells and publicly available class schedule on the school website, the temporal reality 
of a school day is not reflected in that auditory and textual record. That record appears to state 
that Sarah has 90 minutes each day to assess and plan, and 225 minutes to be with her students. 
That is not the reality. Sarah and teachers like her engage in a system of curricular triage, 
establishing priorities, deciding what historical events stay and what goes, how long to linger in a 
class discussion. My time in the school made it clear that she was often doing so on the fly, in the 
face of what has evolved into a routine and normalized set of responsibilities that an outsider to 




responsibilities in the face matters because in the face of the institutional, organizational, and 
discursive forms that construct history, and also race (Omi & Winant, p. 127, 2014).  
The second effect is that Sarah’s constant process of selecting, excerpting and copying 
supplemental sources, all while developing questions and classroom procedures for working 
through these texts, is very time consuming. On just the logistical challenge of finding and 
distributing these texts to students, Sarah says: 
It's overwhelming to have all this paper and because I'm doing so many readings that they 
don't just have in a neat little book this year, I think that that is overwhelming. 
 
I mention this because as it concerns Sarah’s process for developing her approach to the class, it 
is difficult to see how it scales sustainably to other teachers, particularly since she by her own 
admission states that her current process is contingent upon the present season of her life. So, 
when she says in that some years “What I have is good, so I can chill” the point is not paint a 
picture of complacency, but contingency, dependent on her role as a mother and a professional. 
She described to me how time spent on revision is dependent on, as she put it in another 
conversation, “the season of her life.” Here, she says: 
When I had newborn babies, and, of course, in the state of North Carolina and most 
states, I didn't get maternity leave, I was back in seven weeks, so I have a newborn baby, 
and then I have another one two years later. So those were not years where I was 
spending a ton of time revamping my curriculum. I just had some stuff that was good, but 
then I get really excited about it again. 
 
Even in her present personal circumstances, Sarah and the students are taking on responsibility 
for both a “bare bones” review of the master script and an exposition of the logics that hold up 
that script. Therefore, there is a lot of ground to cover. By her own admission, there’s more to 
read and do than she and the students can fully accomplish in the given class time.  
It's going to be a struggle to find the balance of what's consumable for the students and 
doing what we need to do, which is have a basic survey and then dive into the stories that 




What does Sarah’s felt responsibility for a “bare bones”, “basic survey” have to do with her 
commitment to teaching about white supremacy and racism? As the features of the survey 
responsibility remain loosely articulated against her more sharply defined theoretical 
commitment to the counter-narrative, the master script goes unexamined by comparison. To be 
clear, Sarah is able to put a fine point on the problems of idealist, meritocratic myths. However, 
stories about the United States that push aside a confrontation with white supremacy and racism 
are also built on the basic procession of content, a determination about which events and people 
are compulsory sites of knowledge (An, 2016; Shear et al, 2015). The narrowing of U.S. History 
curriculum doesn’t fully reveal itself in the repetition of a triumphalist thesis but also in what it 
excludes. 
Sarah invests a great deal of energy and time outside of class to gather materials to 
exposes students to a range of theoretical perspectives on a given time period. It is clear that 
Sarah is animated by an ongoing process of historical and theoretical discovery as an adult 
learner. That entire project seems more contingent, and more precarious, than some of the other 
features of Sarah’s day that are non-negotiable. Protecting time for students to sit with the 
documents she selects requires energy and time outside of class spent on instructional design, 
and it was difficult for me to see how she would manufacture that time on top of the work she is 
already undertaking to re-work curriculum.  
Furthermore, her articulated responsibility to a broad, survey understanding of the country’s 
history increases the precarity of the counter-narrative within the space of the classroom. For her, 
the heavy work that she does to find texts that support the counter-narrative does not double as 
the “bare bones” timeline: 
There isn't a consumable textbook that I have found at this level that is bringing in 




usually written at the college level or AP, which is ... And of course it's more textbook 
surveys, they should be, and I'm trying to say, "Okay, well here's a little bit of a survey. 
Now let's get into one of these ideas more deeply."Because you can't just like assign them 
Howard Zinn, the Young People’s Version, because he's assuming they have a 
background knowledge, or whoever edited that is assuming there's a background 
knowledge that most of my kids don't have. 
 
As with the other two participants at Sellers High, Sarah refers to a need to attend to a 
foundational understanding of the broad contours of national history, though each participant 
uses different language to refer to that responsibility. Sarah here calls it “background 
knowledge.” Because she is doubtful that many of the texts and readings beyond the one 
provided by the district are up to the task, there is then a dual pressure on the place of the 
counter-story in her class. First, as the teacher she has to design instruction and assessment that is 
coherent with that responsibility as represented in the conventional text, and then do the same for 
what she calls the “supplementary” materials. Second, students are doing double-time as well, 
within one unit moving across many readings and working master narrative against revision. 
This process typically happens sequentially within a unit, with convention preceding revision, 
but the squeeze is on nonetheless. 
Sarah also noted a gendered response to her as a history teacher that places an extra 
pressure on her to be familiar with an external valuation of content knowledge.  
I get quizzed, essentially, through email by fathers on history. That happens regularly and 
it happens every single year. I hate to just make a blanket statement and say it's always 
been the fathers of white guys, but it has. I can say that really confidently...there's that 
sense and it's just like, "I know my stuff, and so if you need to quiz me in these moments 
and you clearly are quizzing me, sure." 
 
Though many within the discipline envision history teachers as facilitators of inquiry and critical 
pedagogues, interactions with some parents highlights that many still measure a history teacher 
by the ease with which they move across conventional content demands. Though Sarah is not 




The vast and complex white ecosystem of myths, fallacies, and manipulations are a key 
feature of white supremacy and racism. Sarah’s persistent attachment to this feature provided a 
coherent counter-thesis to the master narratives of the very textbook selections she included in 
the class. However, a sharp focus on white rationale and conscience as an intellectual direction 
did not inherently expand opportunities for students to engage in a multi-faceted and engaging 
investigation of white supremacy’s many forms. For example, when she was discussing the 
process of white colonization and seizure of Indigenous in front of her students, she stitched 
together the past, present, and her own upbringing to foreground white myth-making: 
What’s the impact of the prejudice today? I mean, growing up in the eighties I remember 
watching that crying Indian commercial. Indigenous people were treated like “oh they 
never did anything to the environment.” What prejudice is that continuing? What’s the 
common understanding of Indigenous populations and their relationship to the land? 
(student silence) Do they have roads, do they have cities? Well, yeah, we know they do, 
but what’s the prejudice? That they were ripe for the taking. 
 
This line of lecture and discussion backed by a collection of primary sources that highlighted 
racist settler logic was fairly consistent throughout my observation of her class. Rather, the space 
between her own intellectual journey and that of her students is less clear. Frequent references to 
“we” or “us” in instruction and interviews that refer to a race-neutral national community, even 
as she explicitly discusses issues related to race, are partly a linguistic habit, but raise the 
question of where the boundary is between her personal interrogation of white supremacy and 
racism as a white teacher and the same process for the students, many of whom are not white. 
She is sustained by a passion to confront the hypocrisies of white attachment to enlightenment 
ideals and racist power structures. That is reflected in her rising voice as she speaks to the whole 
class about the problems with racist logics passed off as common-sense, whether it is the words 




presence of Indigenous communities and their claims to the land. Student time to sit with these 
logics is more precarious. 
Sarah’s Negotiation 
Sarah is well aware of the gap between her design and the reality of how class time is 
spent. Based on my observation in her classes, I spoke with her about the problem of time and 
raised the question of what she would do if she were afforded more of it: 
I would definitely have more discussion. I do love the readings and so I'd give them time 
to do them and then have basically little lit circles around these articles because the 
reading is so essential. They're learning through their reading and it's a way to hear more 
than just my opinion. 
 
What emerges from the classroom observations, Sarah’s reflections on her own identity, and her 
reflections about her practice is the picture of a teacher who is pushing against convention in her 
personal approach to history, her selection of texts. Taken together, there is the foundation for a 
direct counter to the vast network of curricular objects, standards and taken for granted 
knowledge that conceal white supremacy’s operation in the past and the present. However, it is 
clear that formal, sustained, substantive support to continue that work is thin. Therefore, like the 
other two teachers in the study, her attachment to the school system when she takes up that work 
is limited. It feels highly individualized and extra-institutional, raising the importance of her 
personal conceptual approach to the class and to white supremacy and racism.  
Sarah walks a fine line as it concerns her school’s administration and her principal, who 
is a white male. She expresses admiration for his consistent presence in her classroom and 
concrete instructional feedback that he provides. She states that she operates with some degree of 
freedom to choose curriculum and design instruction, but she stops short of depicting school 




He reads a lot of great books that are about culturally relevant practices, anti-racism in 
the classroom. The ones he really holds onto are the ones that I think he's more 
comfortable with.  
 
Furthermore, she relayed several incidents in which the principal expressed anxiety about 
lessons, field trips, or staff development that explicitly named systemic racism. Sarah feels that 
to the extent she is under inspection, it comes almost exclusively from white parents. She 
handles these interrogations and complaints from white parents on her own, sometimes including 
the principal in correspondence, who expresses support for her responses. 
At both the district and school level, Sarah depicts an environment in which named 
institutional commitments to “equity” haven’t translated into classroom level support.  
Overlaying that concern is her more generalized apathy about the system of support and 
evaluation. She says that she used to care about these systems but: 
I just don't anymore. I know there are areas to grow, and so I do look for areas to grow, 
but I don't feel like any of the areas that I need to grow in have anything to do with that 
evaluation. The things that I'm really focused on like finding other voices and all this is 
not a part of that evaluation. 
 
To the extent that she feels supported within the discipline of social studies and the subject of 
U.S. History, it comes not from a prescribed institutional arrangement, but is contingent upon the 
individualized, happenstance sharing of resources from like-minded colleagues at the school or 
district level. She depicts it at as a “Hey I thought of you and saw this” approach. Those 
interactions don’t appear to extend further, such as an observation or sharing of practices in the 
classroom.  
Sarah’s apathy about formal, qualitative evaluations of her work extends into her stance 
on the standardized test that students take at the end of the year, though she qualifies her 




I don't think it's a particularly poorly written test, I just don't even care. I want to cover 
what I know is going to be covered, not in terms of ... I have no idea what random details 
they're going to pick out, but I want them to have an understanding because this is a fifth 
of their grade and that's just not fair to the kids to say, "Well, we're going to just like not 
even get to the Civil War because I want to slow down."  
 
The above quote and Sarah’s other references to the test in some of our conversations weren’t so 
much contradictory as reflected a tension between her antipathy about externally imposed, 
standardized evaluation and a feeling of responsibility as it concerns her students’ success on that 
test. Her “care” about the test is minimal, but the institutional arrangement, in which student 
performance on the test impacts their grade, compels her to consider it to some extent.  
The test matters. The test doesn’t matter. The district and school care about equity. The 
district and school don’t actively confront white supremacy and racism or intentionally support 
instruction that would do so. My inclusion of Sarah’s voice in the above quotes don’t fully 
reflect the halting, pensive approach she takes in responding to questions about the external 
factors that impact her practice. Taken as a whole, her relationship to the school, district, and 
state systems that either support or impede her ongoing revision of curriculum seems like open 
water. She navigates the tension between what she is compelled to do, what she wants to do, and 
what she is supported in doing amidst her evolving relationship to the place of white supremacy 
and racism in history and in the present. How does she consider all of these factors to decide 
what goes and what stays in her classes? That process seems dependent on personal interest, 
partly informed by the extent to which an event serves her broader mission to recast the story of 
the United States, the “other story.” 
I cut out lots of things. I don't care about the Alamo particularly. So while a different 
teacher, he's actually retired, but would spend two days on it, like it's fine if they don't 
even learn it. I don't even ... you know? Unless I find a supplemental reading where it's 





It’s important to note, in reviewing Sarah’s references to both the Civil War and the Alamo, that 
her stance typifies the inherent subjectivity of separating the essential from the superfluous. 
Furthermore, the standard by which a teacher determines what is to be included and excluded 
may shift. Here Sarah references that she doesn’t “care about the Alamo particularly” and in that 
conversation I did not push further in calling her to articulate her rationale. A process of 
curricular triage may take place according to an external set of demands like standards, personal 
curiosity, attention to student interest, or in consideration of a historical event, actor, or a theme’s 
relation to a critical interrogation of the country. Sarah appears to move back and forth among 
these considerations, reflecting an educator standing at the gathering point for a host of formal 
imperatives, normed conceptions of essential knowledge, and personal belief. That reality raises 
a question beyond what is to be included and excluded in both personal and collective 
discussions about U.S. History curriculum. It raises the question of how those decisions will be 
made, and how student learning about white supremacy and racism gains a firmer foothold under 
a curricular negotiation whose terms may shift depending on circumstance. 
Therefore, while Sarah promotes student subjectivity and inquiry in the classroom, the 
protection of those elements is impacted by external factors that I previously mentioned, such as 
the limitations of time. Additionally, the boundary between the place of student subjectivity, 
voice, and inquiry and Sarah’s content and theoretical goals for the class are somewhat 
unmarked. Several times, she told me that as the year proceeds, she would plan to take up less 
space in the classroom and students would take up more, as was typical in most years for her. 
She was honest about her desire for structure and control and the inner tension she experienced 
between that desire and other pedagogical examples. At one point she told me: 
I am still very teacher-centered. I still have a hard time. I’m not 100% comfortable with 




thing. bell hooks was my hero. But, I am not her. Thank God she is out there, but that’s 
not me. 
 
Sarah is wrestling with her position relative to the students. She is acknowledging some 
discomfort with her own approach and at other times expresses a commitment to revisit her place 
in the class. The translation of her evolving pedagogical stance means, again, that the process of 
setting priorities happens as the year is underway, and sometimes during a class period. In order 
to protect student discussion, inquiry, and writing in response to the texts, a process that would 
take up considerable class time, Sarah would have to make some hard choices about what stays 
and what goes in terms of the supplemental readings she provides to students. At present, she 
opts for saturation. The result is an in-class process of selection on terms not by a pre-planned 
design, but contingent upon the unique procession of a class from one period or day to the next. 
This is something that Sarah acknowledges and that I witnessed in observation. 
I am picking all these documents to tell the narrative that’s given but then to point to that 
it’s a constructive narrative but then to tell a new narrative or at least reconstruct the 
narrative. I’ll pick like 8 and if we only get to 1 because we have gotten to that moment 
and we’re spending all class with what in another class was 5 minutes I will run with that 
because the idea is not to expose them to every possible thing. It’s like here are a bunch 
of things that tell this narrative and I am waiting for you to latch on. 
 
 The result is that the actual class doesn’t neatly map onto the picture that is present in the 
“supplemental” narrative and the associated handouts and writing prompts. When that reality is 
overlaid on top of the fact that these activities designed to surface and articulate racist rationale 
and narrative is competing for time with Sarah’s professed responsibility to, first, a broad 
understanding of the content as it is represented in the standards and the conventional texts. She 
is still negotiating her personal responsibility to the conventional narrative and the counter-





As I have with the other participants, I finish with a closer look at instruction through an 
analysis of classroom instruction that fill out the picture of her commitment and enactments of 
that commitment. I remind the reader that though I did observe instruction for two weeks, I 
witnessed a small fraction of Sarah’s time with students over the course of the year. Therefore, I 
use the observations as rich source of data to confirm and disconfirm observations gleaned from 
our conversations, and raise further questions about the place of white supremacy and racism in 
U.S. History classes. 
I observed Sarah’s American History I class near the beginning of the 2019-20 school 
year. The class was still in the first unit when I entered and during my time transitioned to Unit 
2. Both the end of Unit 1 and the start of Unit 2 largely focused on the processes of European 
colonization, and the relation of that process to the Indigenous inhabitants on the land as well as 
the early establishment of a white over Black racial order and the expansion of the institution of 
slavery. During my time in the class, Sarah gave three summative assessments: two mid-unit 
quizzes and a test at the end of first unit. Otherwise, the students were responsible for responding 
to both long-form texts and shorter excerpts in writing. These assessments reflected Sarah’s 
feeling that she must take on responsibility for instruction in the conventional narrative of U.S. 
History as well as a deeper investigation into the racial realities that contravene idealist 
narratives of the country. So, for example, the unit test assessed students on their ability to recall 
a Eurocentric chronicle of white settlement, coupled a narrative of a racist U.S. project to the 
standard timeline of U.S. History, and asked students to more deeply dig into the nature of white-
Indigenous interaction that hints at a throughline of white exploitation and oppression. 
I have excerpted instructional documents that reflect Sarah’s approach to European colonization, 




through territorial expansion. In particular, these documents reflect a consistent return to one 
major point over several days: that in order to justify land seizure, European colonizers had to 
construct the image of Indigenous people who lived on the land as uncivilized, inferior, or sub-
human. Historians have noted that this time period was a crucial time in the construction of 
whiteness and white identity, as these depictions offered European settlers the opportunity to 
define not only Indigenous inhabitants, but more sharply mark their own racial ingroup as a 
source of power (Berkhofer, 1978; Jordan, 1968).  
As one can see, in the instructional documents I have excerpted, Sarah’s textual focus 
was one based more explicitly in religion. Take, for example, questions 9 and 10 that I have 
excerpted from the test for Unit 1 (located in Appendix F) which asked students to read an 
excerpt of the 1493 Bull Inter Caetera, establishing Spanish sovereignty over much of South 
America, ignorant of existing Indigenous right to the land. Those questions asked students to first 
recall the political premise of that statement and then the exclusive logic that places non-
Christians beyond consideration in terms of right to the land.  
That focus on Christianity as a source of exclusive settler ideology was also reflected in 
class assignments and formative assessments, such as the Think-Pair-Share document also 
excerpted in Appendix F. This activity pulled out a biblical quote and asked students to describe 
how European settlers may have manipulated biblical decree to fit their aims as colonizers. 
Squeezed for time, Sarah moved students quickly through the writing and discussion aspects of 
the lesson associated with the bible excerpt allotting about 1 minute for writing and 1 minute for 
discussion. This meant that the majority of the remaining 12 minutes was a whole class 
discussion, with the vast majority of students attentive to the conversation, though the back and 




pulled up a map of European territorial acquisition (the third artifact located in Appendix F) to 
highlight the presence of racist rationale not just among colonizers, but in present geographic 
depictions of the land. I pull out some of Sarah’s words to the whole class here.: 
We’re on the top on the back, the third one, and who has seen this map before, what 
France claims, what Spain claims. In this map, what’s the orange part? What’s the yellow 
part? And what’s this, unclaimed land, so nobody lives there, right? The European white 
people, yeah, and look at this map, is this an old map, like we’re not racist anymore  so 
it’s fine? No! It’s pretty recent from the internet and look at the nice bubbly letters on the 
bottom. It’s for children! So, from a very early age if you had no idea who would you 
think lived there? Some birds, trees. Ok, so let’s look at the Think-Pair-Share, look at the 
third one, and when you get to the reading that’s due next Friday, you’ll see the people 
that are talking about this land that is not being used, that is being wasted, this paradise 
that is just waiting to be claimed, this beautiful land. 
 
Sarah’s rhetorical moves here reflected a few realities. She was committed to exposing the taken-
for granted rationale of Eurocentric geography as racist. However, that process of exposure was 
largely teacher-centered, with Sarah literally mimicking the white logics and speaking back to it. 
Sarah was committed to exposing students to the racist fallacies of “history business.” At the 
same time, the picture of instruction as it looks on her instructional documents, both the slide and 
the handout, weren’t fully reflected in the procession of the class, as students weren’t afforded 
the time to dig fully into the questions on either the slide or the sheet. 
As it concerns Sarah and the students’ relation to white supremacy and racism, the 
question remains as to how the colonizer logic of European Christianity is then ported over to 
systems of racialization. It is when Sarah introduces an Indigenous scholar who explicitly names 
“white people” and also a conception of Indigenous people as “savages” that the focus explicitly 
turns to race, animating student knowledge about racism’s operation in the past and present. 
Reading through Dr. Lenore Stiffarm’s statement (the fourth and last artifact in Appendix F) 




students, leaps into a broader conversation about the world the students live in. First, she and the 
students sharpen the focus on racial hierarchy as they work through the quote: 
Sarah: “What do you think she is making reference to?” 
A few students, in unison: “The white people” 
Sarah: “Right, she is talking about the colonizers” 
 
Then, Sarah goes on to dig further into Dr. Stiffarm’s quote. Note, in this case how Sarah does 
explicitly name whiteness, linguistically shifting from a geographic conception of colonizers to a 
racial one, but also using “us” and “our” language, implicating the entire class community, most 
of which is not white, in a race-neutral sense of responsibility for land seizure: 
What are they trying to minimize, like okay, minimize why they deserve, but why would 
European Americans, white Americans feel bad about taking land and why would this 
make us feel better? Why would taking someone’s land make someone feel bad and why 
would using this justification make US feel better about OUR past. 
 
When a few students responded, linguistically shifting attention back to the historical conception 
of colonizers, referring to the justifications of them as historical actors, Sarah, as the teacher, 
continued to lean into this point about the use of stereotype and myth to cover or justify 
oppression. Note both the direction of this conversation, consistent with her overall purpose for 
the class, but again, the “we” language that is more circumspect about who is implicated in the 
systems of oppression: 
Are there other things, how do I say this, because this will be a big thing that we explore 
this year. Are there other ways that we make up facts to feel better about ourselves? 
 
Sarah moves back and forth between history and the present. Also, she alternately uses language 
that specifically names white actors and then uses race-neutral language that diffuses 
responsibility for racist logic across a race-neutral conception of national and class community. 
When a student asked Sarah to clarify whether the above question is meant to focus on the 




the focus on the historical aspect. However, several Black students instead used this discussion 
as an opportunity to narrate how she and fellow Black students are profiled in stores, and 
perceived as unfit for college, noting how external labels distributed power. Pressed for time, 
Sarah finished here just before the bell rang: 
So thank you to everyone who shared, this has gone on longer than I wanted. So 
remember we can’t solve everything in one day. We are going to explore these ideas of 
excusing this bad behavior, excusing ideas in society. 
 
Sarah did not reflect discomfort with the direction of the discussion, but her finish here clearly 
reflects the pressure she feels to more closely place some temporal boundaries on these 
discussions so she can fit more in across the class periods. Additionally, it is clear that in her 
“longer than I wanted” statement that she had planned a short amount of time for the discussion. 
I pull out this particular point in time, totaling about 20 minutes of a 50-minute class 
period to note two classroom realities. First, Sarah’s focus on colonizer logic used to dehumanize 
an Indigenous other is consistent with her conceptual commitments she stated to me in 
interviews. That interrogation was first rooted in the use of Christianity to mark Indigenous 
people as beyond European conceptions of rights, and then more explicitly ported to race-making 
and racist logic when a document introduced that concept and Sarah herself made explicit 
references to white responsibility. Her direction and her selection of documents were a promising 
foundation to investigate white supremacy and racism in history and the present. However, that 
foundation was limited by the curricular and temporal pressures that hamper Sarah’s protection 
of more student time and voice to call on their own knowledge to make connections between the 
historical and present conditions of white supremacy and racism.  
Secondly, Sarah’s linguistic habit of collectivizing responsibility for racist logic raised 




to white supremacy and racism and her goals for the class. Her “we, us, our” statements didn’t 
appear to prevent students from maintaining focus on the race-specific experiences of oppression 
and white responsibility. However, I did wonder whether the use of such language that 
implicated all students regardless of their race in a national sense of responsibility might shift the 
gaze away from white culpability.  
Based on those observations, I am left wondering. First, how can Sarah, and teachers like 
her, build on student knowledge and protect class time to capitalize on their insight into the 
historical and present conditions of white supremacy and racism? Second, how do nationalist 
attachments in the history class affect treatments of white supremacy and racism? Sarah’s 
passion for digging into the rationale of white supremacy and racism now considerably 
outweighs her stated attachment to state standards and conventional texts. She has developed and 
internalized a fairly coherent response to master script, working through both historical white 
rationale and master script interpretations of that history. However, in the face of a loosely 
articulated attachment to a broad survey understanding of the nation’s history and an ecosystem 
of professional responsibilities that eat away at her time for intentional re-design, sufficient time 
for the students to sit with the racist and white supremacist underpinnings of the nation feels 
contingent. That is not to locate the precarious nature of more sustained encounters with white 
supremacy at a failing of Sarah’s. Is Sarah’s master versus counter-narrative approach, primarily 
in service of exposing the intricacies of the white racist conscience, a sustainable one? And, if 
she continues to move forward in this direction, what support would she need to build out class 
periods that are clearer reflections of her personal hopes for the class?  
 King and Swartz (2014) raise questions about why a growing consensus among 




substantively altered instructional materials. They extend that query into the discretionary nature 
of teacher decision-making: 
How would educators determine what is to be included or left out? How would they 
position concurrent narratives in relationship to each other? Is coherence (or what has 
passed for it) possible without dominance? (p.19) 
 
Is Sarah’s master versus counter-narrative approach, primarily in service of exposing the 
intricacies of the white racist conscience, a sustainable one? If she continues to move forward in 
this direction, what support would she need to build out class periods that are clearer reflections 
of her personal hopes for the class?  
Case 2: Enrique 
Introduction 
As I do with the other participants, I will set the scene here for Enrique briefly before 
moving on to discuss the nature of his commitment to teaching about white supremacy and 
racism, the challenges to that commitment, and his process for negotiating the space between his 
vision for school and the daily reality. He is a teacher who couples ambivalence about the school 
as a site for radical change with a commitment to actively push against political and social forces 
that harm the people in the building, developing a reconcilable stance for managing the tension 
between the limitations of schooling and the need to serve the students who are there despite the 
system’s shortcomings.  
Enrique is a fourth year-social studies teacher at Sellers High School. Born in Florida to 
Cuban parents, he moved to Texas after college where he spent several years as a labor 
organizer. After working in that capacity, mostly with adults, Enrique began to “sour” on the 
culture of non-profit organizations and looked to teaching as a way to remain an active 




with nearly a decade of community organizing work behind him. His brother and several other 
friends were teachers, and based on their experiences and his own desires he began teaching at a 
charter high school in Texas. He obtained his certification through and alternative route, and then 
moved to North Carolina with his wife and began teaching at Sellers.  
Enrique’s school, Sellers High, is a large, traditional public school that opened its doors 
nearly 70 years ago. Located just outside the county’s urban center, the school sits in closer 
proximity to the whiter, suburban enclaves of the county than most of the other high schools in 
the district. According to Enrique, Sellers has long had a reputation as an amenable option to 
white families seeking access to privilege within a traditional public setting. That dynamic has 
changed in recent years as the school’s population has become more reflective of district 
demographics overall, but Enrique says that the school’s reputation as an enclave of privilege 
persists to some extent.: 
It used to be a much whiter school. That's no longer the case, but I think that reputation 
still holds for a lot of people. I think, for those who have been here for a number of years, 
I think there's been a bit of a struggle to let go of that self-image. 
 
Like many schools in the South, a diverse student body covers over segregation within the school 
(Clotfelter, Ladd & Turaeva, 2020). Racial segregation inside the school is notable from 
Enrique’s perspective, with widely varying demographics depending on the class.: 
I told friends of mine, it’s like my, American History II class which is probably like 98% 
non-white, to, the AP US class, it might flip. It might be the inverse. It’s that dramatic. 
I observed two of Enrique’s American History II sections over the course of three weeks. In both 




with a distinct minority of white and Asian students7. One class I observed had 22 students, and 
the other had 24. On several occasions, I would hang back after class to observe incoming 
students for his Honors Sociology elective, and the class appeared to be majority white. 
Enrique’s classroom door was frequently open and he was an active presence in the 
hallway between classes, hanging with students and other teachers. He’s an active participant in 
the school culture and community, if not the institution. The curriculum, the walls, the norms and 
rituals of a class period, are a result of his personal vision. School, district and state-level 
systems, beyond the droning of the school bells, are nearly absent. Enrique begins each class 
period in two ways: with a song and a handshake. The song is listed at the front of the class on a 
“Vibe of the Day” poster with the songs for the week listed in dry-erase marker and an image of 
LL Cool J (1980s era LL). Next to that is a poster with Frederick Douglass and a list of class 
expectations: “1. Step up, Step back. 2. One Diva, One Mic. 3. Each one, Teach one. 4. 
Participation, Preparation. 5. Treat everyone with dignity and respect.” On most days, he greets 
the class informally and circulates around giving each student an extended handshake that each 
class period has developed. Most students participate in this greeting, though some politely 
refuse on one day or another and he moves on respecting their decision to forego the routine on 
that day.  
His interest in labor issues and their intersection with the fight for racial justice is 
reflected on the walls. Several posters signify his personal interest in activist histories minimized 
or erased by standard history’s focus on a few events at the expense of other important stories. 
For example, he has posters that describe the 1958 Dockum Drug Store Sit-In, a Black response 
 
7 District protocol limits access to student identifiers so speculation on class makeup reflects my 




to lunch counter segregation in Kansas pre-dating the more commonly known one in 
Greensboro, North Carolina two years later, and the Local 8 branch of the International Workers 
of the World, a brief but significant experiment in cross-racial labor solidarity in the early 20th 
century.  
Alongside these historical posters, there are public texts that represent an attention to the 
social forces impacting teachers and students today. There is a prominent, large red banner in 
support of the local teacher union/advocacy organization. It is a large drawing with the words 
“Teachers, Parents and Students United” on one side and “#itspersonal #inthistogether on the 
other.” On Enrique’s door there is a 10-step list of instructions for how to respond to a raid by 
the Immigration and Customs Enforcement department. Enrique’s classroom reflects his belief in 
teaching about systemic racism and oppression, his dissatisfaction with the conventional 
narratives of history, and his desire to highlight stories of resistance. As I have described, he has 
a realistic view of the limitations of schooling as they currently exist and seems reticent to spend 
much of his energy on dramatically transforming the nature of the institution. His commitment to 
hold space for a more critical history remains despite that belief.  
Enrique’s Commitment 
The origin of Enrique’s commitment to work through the multi-faceted operation of 
white supremacy and racism can’t be traced to one source. It is clear that his present stance 
works from a lifelong process of navigating his own place in racial, cultural, and national 
schema. I asked him to self-identify by race and, rather than a one or two-word designation, I got 
an important lesson in that process of navigation.: 
If I were in Cuba, which has a different racial hierarchy, I would be white… I think in the 
United States, Latino is understood to be a racial category, and I think in a way that tends 
to, obscure or collapse some of the differences that exist within that category. To me it's 
an ethnic category, even though for a lot of people in the United States whether I like it or 




ethnic category that I would be considered white. So, I'm clear on that, although I think 
early on when I was starting to get politicized I identified as a person of color. I no longer 
do, partly because I…have issues with identifying as Latinx, Latino because of the kind 
of anti-Indigenous or anti-Black implications of that. 
 
Enrique moves back and forth across concepts of culture, geography, race, ethnicity, and class to 
work through a story of his identity reflecting a personally nuanced understanding of race as a 
“floating signifier” (Hall, 1985, p.93), a discursive category to mark difference and organize 
society, but often contested and re-interpreted. His complex and nuanced interpretation of his 
own identity reflects a distinct antipathy towards reductive discourses around race, racism, white 
supremacy, and prevailing conversations around justice and equity. 
Enrique’s critical stance towards schooling and his pragmatic approach to his own goals 
in the classroom is rooted in personal experience. While he has been socially and politically 
active for essentially all his adult life, he shares that his own experience with high school was 
characterized by disinterest. Instead, a passion for graffiti, punk music, and hip-hop animated his 
curiosity about class politics, public space, and resistance. On a few occasions, Enrique 
referenced a phase of being “politicized” as a process of intellectual and social formation. I asked 
him about that word, and what the process was like for him: 
When I say I wasn't too interested in my education in- in high school it's because I spent 
most of my time doing graffiti… and that was one of the first times that I was 
consciously and collectively taking on the public space-and reaching a public audience, 
all of that. I didn't really think about it in those terms at the time but that's what I was 
doing. And consciously breaking the law, but we never got caught. And it was around 
that time I was getting into hip-hop, and getting into punk, both of which were very 
politicized at that time period. I think both those genres gave me some language to 
understand what was going on. Class politics was embedded in a lot of that stuff. 
 
Enrique’s narration of his own politicization revolves around an artistic and cultural community 
that developed as a direct counter to the experiences he was having in school. The seed for his 




planted beyond the formal systems of schooling. Therefore, it is important to consider how that 
relation to school might impact his own hopes for addressing the same now as an agent of the 
system of schooling that was for him a site of disinterest and apathy. As he grew up, his process 
of political socialization was still located away from classrooms: 
I ended up living between my brother and my grandparents' house when I was a senior in 
high school. My brother was living with two, three other guys in an apartment, and some 
of them introduced me to Malcolm X and Howard Zinn, an all kinds of other stuff. Prior 
to that the only book I'd picked up momentarily was comic books when I was little. I 
started to read up on that sort of stuff, and then by the time I graduated was picking up 
stuff on my own. By the time I got to [redacted]  University,  I was looking for political 
projects to get involved in, and it just so happened that that's when 9/11 hit. The Iraq War 
started. I got involved in anti-war group on campus. 
 
Like the other two participants in this study, Enrique points to a period of dislocation 
from the South that granted him a new perspective on the region. He noted that during his 6th-
grade year, he lived in Venezuela due to his father’s work and that this experience had a 
transformative effect on his perspective. 
My dad got a job there. And, it was one of those experiences where you sort of end up 
learning more about where you came from than where you went. So, I came back to 
Miami and saw things completely differently, even though I didn't really have the 
language to understand what that meant. 
 
For Enrique, as it was with the other participants when they talk about departure from and return 
to the South, there was a pride in the region, not housed in a bucolic image that glosses over the 
region’s oppressions, but in the area as a homeplace and a place of possibility for resistance.  
I've lived in the South my whole life, pretty much….I have a personal, political 
commitment to the South. I feel like oftentimes when people in the South become 
politicized they escape, and they go to all the usual suspect cities. They go to fucking 
New York, they go to San Francisco, Seattle, you name it. I have critiques of certain 
aspects of the South, but I have a responsibility to stay and intervene in some way. 
 
For Enrique in particular, his approach to the South mirrors his approach to school, in which he 




careful to reject “ savior” narratives of teaching. His tone when talking about persistent features 
of economic and racial oppression in the nation and those more proximate to him was even but 
determined. 
So, how does Enrique characterize such systems, and what are the implications for his 
teaching? As I did with each teacher, I asked for Enrique’s working definition of white 
supremacy early on in our conversations. As succinctly as he could, he put it this way: 
It is a system of domination that is global that has its roots in colonialism and slavery that 
has placed white folks by and large in positions of power within dominant institutions. I 
see it as a relation of power that puts white people above all others and we can see it 
manifested socially, politically, economically, and culturally. 
 
Citing, in conversation, Paulo Freire, Theodore Allen, and others, Enrique brings to the 
classroom an ongoing interest in critical scholarship about the place of race and class in the 
United States. He foregoes simple diagnoses of oppressing social and political forces in the 
country, and positions his own feelings and much of what he has read against popular “privilege” 
frameworks. We discussed this briefly and I asked him to talk about his misgivings in a recorded 
conversation: 
I'm not a fan. And, the irony is that, that language was taken from Theodore Allen and 
folks within his camp around the invention of whiteness and I think it was stripped of its 
class content. It's become a sort of liberal framework that focuses the level of analysis at 
the individual and the solution at the individual level. I think it universalizes whiteness in 
a way that I think is both not useful and dangerous in terms of building the kind of 
popular power that I think we need to dismantle white supremacy. 
 
This concern about “universalizing whiteness” connects closely to his approach to white 
supremacy and racism within a history class. Enrique isn’t particularly interested in establishing 
a totalizing picture of racist ideology and applying it across time with students. He approaches 
white supremacy as a system contingent upon the unique features of an era, and therefore white 




He is skeptical of increasingly popular white privilege frameworks as up to the task, 
which aligns with his belief that learning about history is essential to understand the unique 
contours of race and class oppression.: 
It just sets people up for making kind of self-righteous, dismissive claims and I think 
justifying political paralysis. You're setting kids up for a distorted view of reality…If you 
just universalize this framework and just say, "Well, white people across time and space 
are just privileged and therefore that's it” we're not having an honest conversation. And 
that's why the history is so important because people are making comments like that and 
you think that we're all just sort of frozen in time. 
 
Enrique here refers to the “wages of whiteness,” a theory about the social returns for 
being white established by DuBois (2007) to describe working conditions in the Reconstruction-
era South and taken up later by Allen and others (Roediger, 2007). The important point here in 
describing his approach to the classroom is that Enrique is not particularly interested in 
communicating a trans-historical theory to students about white action and belief. By 
comparison, he has much less desire to center an interrogation of white ideology than Sarah, 
another participant who framed many of her curricular choices, her personal beliefs, and much of 
her words to students, around white racist consciousness. Enrique approaches white supremacy 
as, as he puts it a “relation of power” that manifests economically, socially, politically, and 
culturally, and appears more invested in reviewing the material impact of that relation, taking 
each historical era in turn.  
On one day, I observed a lesson where he introduced the white supremacist coup against 
Black political and economic leadership in Wilmington, North Carolina in 1898. He talked to me 
about the potential of pausing to reflect on that event with students.: 
These different stages or periods of white supremacy tend to get talked about in a 
totalizing way. I think oftentimes, it's, like, we had slavery…and then we had a civil war 
and slavery's over. Then we move into Jim Crow. Then we had the Civil Rights 




don't think it's helpful. I think showing a degree of agency and resistance is really 
important. 
 
For him, the event offered an opportunity to counter a story of white supremacy and racism as a 
fixed concept to be pasted onto various eras, stripped of its unique historical context. And, it 
helps him to break through the constrictions of standard curriculum that confine resistance to 
racism within just a few time periods. Enrique is forthright about the problems of conventional 
narratives of the United States, and his perspective is consistent with the research and literature I 
have shared that exposes the problems of overly simplistic stories of national redemption. 
Within that approach, Enrique calls on a desire to facilitate “critical thinking,” a 
commonly invoked phrase with varied interpretations that are sometimes stripped of references 
to critical interrogation of racial realities. But, he pairs that desire with a belief that students must 
call on their own position within that society to expand possibilities for action. For him, that 
includes calling on student and teacher knowledge beyond the conventional boundaries of the 
dutiful citizen.:  
It's more about developing active agents and critical thinkers and a kind of collective 
subjectivity than the deep-seated individualism and the alienation that exists amongst 
students and teachers. It's, like…they have these existing conditions, either here at work 
or around the world or in the United States. There's a kind of throw up your hands 
response to it…Or at best I can go out and vote.. I'll be, like, yeah, but what are you 
going to do?  
 
Enrique is forthright about the problems of conventional narratives of the United States. 
His perspective is consistent with the research and literature I have shared that exposes some of 
the fallacies of nationalist history and the limited aims of history education as it is commonly 
conceived. As he says: 
Especially the way the standards are laid, I think the way that it’s typically taught, there's 
a kind of triumphalist, nationalist, patriotic narrative. By and large we are training the 




training to be bosses and governors. I think history curriculum by and large serves that 
purpose. 
 
Enrique is communicating a deeply pessimistic view of schooling and the place of history 
education within it. As the researcher and also as a former teacher, I felt a bit of kinship in terms 
of both ideology and attitude, so I never took statements like this as an abdication of duty or 
unwillingness to work with others who might have different perspectives on school. But, it raised 
unanswered questions about how teachers in his ideological position mark the boundary between 
what is compulsory, what is voluntary, and what will be refused.   
Challenges to Enrique’s Commitment 
Enrique’s stance towards the official curriculum beyond his classroom is, consistent with 
his approach to other features of school, predictably dismissive. At various points he expressed 
ambivalence of the institutional objects that hold up that curriculum. He told me that he “doesn’t 
give a shit about the standards, frankly” and “the end of year exam is total garbage.” What, then, 
is the source of the need to take students through a survey review of that may impede in-depth 
inquiry into aspects that hold meaning for Enrique and the students? How does he or any teacher 
mark the boundaries of that responsibility?  How does Enrique more specifically locate and 
describe the stuff that either pulls him back to the current of conventional history? 
For one, he did on several occasions refer to some sense that he was responsible for 
communicating the broad landscape of official knowledge as it concerns U.S. History. I found 
that in his description of this responsibility, he was more circumspect about its source, but he felt 
it nonetheless. As he said:  
We don’t really have too much leeway. It can be more breadth over depth., I do think 
there's something to be said for, like, look, this is a survey course… So, you know, I 
think we all make choices within that framework, and we emphasize different things 
depending on our political interests and so on…I think there's a way in which you can try 




ensure that there is a throughline from beginning to end where race, class, gender and 
sexuality are present. 
 
Enrique’s “something to be said for” defense of the survey aspect of the class, when placed 
alongside his clear rejection of state standards and assessments, on the one hand expresses 
responsibility for broad content coverage, but the source of that responsibility is vaguely 
articulated. The reference to a “framework” overlaying teacher discretion isn’t any clearer. While 
the survey responsibilities of the course are clearly articulated in the standards and enacted in the 
end of the year test. Enrique does see some value in broad coverage, but his rationale is 
somewhat unclear. The vague reference to that responsibility raises the question of how he will 
mark the boundary between what is essential and what is expendable in the curriculum. His need 
to ensure students are familiar with a wide, chronological review of the nation’s history, in his 
telling, isn’t located in standards, state tests, or district pacing guides. But, he expresses the need 
nonetheless.  
It is clear from Enrique’s words, and in those echoed by other participants, who are 
similarly dismissive of state standards and tests, that an exposition of the conventional U.S. 
History course is a more complex undertaking than a critique of the formal systems that structure 
knowledge. Analyses of standards, textbooks, and other state-supported forms of knowledge 
form the basis for an important critique of “history business” (King and Swartz, 2014, p.11). But, 
my time with these teachers showed that the broad survey demands of the class, the labeling and 
periodization of eras, and the felt need to review a common political chronology, persists even 
when teachers minimize those forms or swear them off entirely. 
Enrique’s relation to formal systems outside his classroom door extends to systems for 
addressing inequity. He approaches bureaucratized approaches to equity in schools warily, 




That is not to say that Enrique doesn’t take risks or think intentionally about how he can confront 
curriculum. Rather, based on his own previous work experience and his experiences already in 
schools, he looks warily at what he sees the fight for justice overlaid on top of conventional 
bureaucracy, reflective of a parallel “non-profit milieu” rather than, as he puts it:  
…a sort of daily struggle that you engage in around your own personal subjectivity 
whether, that's as a worker in the workplace or a neighbor in a neighborhood or a student 
at school. 
 
Enrique’s skepticism of prevailing equity and social justice efforts within school and district-
level frameworks doesn’t keep him away from meetings, school, and district-level 
responsibilities. He is concerned, but cooperative. He told me that he “doesn’t think there’s 
anything particularly liberating about public education” but that doesn’t translate to resignation 
in his day-to-day work with students and colleagues. 
Beyond the felt need to attend to a set of knowledge demands that were somewhat 
inconsistent with his own values, Enrique had to attend to the daily demands on his time 
common to many teachers, not just history teachers. Being in Enrique’s room was, as it was for 
the other teachers, a firsthand experience in all of the responsibilities that disrupt an image of the 
teacher as simply navigating between instruction, preparation, and assessment. He was 
frequently called away to cover for other teachers. On most days, the phone rang at least once if 
not several times in the middle of instruction. Bell schedules were shifted frequently to 
accommodate testing in other areas of the building.  
During the time that I observed Enrique’s classes, the grading deadline was approaching 
and that imminent deadline not only took time away from planning or revising instruction, but 
also enmeshed him in an organizational dispute about an organizational issue. The school’s 




quarter, and he and a group of teachers took time to draft a letter detailing why teachers needed 
that time to tie up their assessment and input grades. Overlaying all of Enrique’s classroom and 
school responsibilities, he worked through a lingering cold, and expressed to me that it was 
likely more work for him to stay home than just get through it at the school. I never did get the 
chance to ask him, but in looking back I now wonder whether his own experience consistently 
covering classes for fellow teachers contributed to a reticence to stay home and possibly subject 
more teachers to the same. 
The natural demand on him to respond to the unpredictable needs of his students on a 
daily basis was ever-present. He did so with personal conversations either in our outside of class 
that reflected genuine concern for them as individuals. But, these are also events that few 
teachers, including Enrique, plan for when they sit down to map out a class period. 
There's chasing down kids for make ups and a lot of the administrative stuff. I just got out 
of a meeting for my health benefits and, sub coverage. And then this is also the part of the 
year in US history where the material that we're covering, I'm a little less familiar with, 
so I have to, sort of, like, brush up on a lot of that kind of stuff.  
 
Nevertheless, Enrique, by his fourth year, had learned to strategically approach his classes in a 
way that accommodated the reality that a “planning period” was not protected time. These 
accommodations had direct impacts on his decisions for designing instruction: 
I used to look at the whole day or week or the kind of work I was going to get across the 
classes so that I could try to move things around... so it wasn't, like, always test day for 
the entire day or me talking all day or something like that. I'm doing some of that, but 
today you'll notice that both classes are doing projects. That's allowing me to catch up on 
my grading (laughs) because oftentimes during my planning period I’m prepping for 
class, too, whether that's reviewing materials and stuff like that. Whereas, if they're 
working on a project and I've already gone through what we're needing to do, I can spend 
my planning period grading and catching up on emails and that stuff. 
 
So, Enrique’s decisions about instruction are overlaid on top of a host of other responsibilities 




familiar with. As with Enrique’s professional relation to his colleagues, his current and 
prospective plans for instructional and curricular revision are synthesized within an ecosystem of 
trans-disciplinary demands. That is a process that he has developed over time. 
 What do these demands and challenges have to with teaching about white supremacy and 
racism? I found Enrique’s case particularly interesting because his well-developed and clearly 
articulated theoretical orientation to racism and white supremacy implied that, as he 
acknowledged, he was working within an institution he knew was well designed to frustrate his 
attempts at substantive revision of triumphalist history. As I will describe later in this section, 
Enrique had developed a reliable framework focused on class struggle that freed up time for 
piecemeal review of lessons and curriculum. That could, theoretically, allow him to further chip 
away at the traditional mission of U.S. history education over time, and protect more space with 
a historical, political, and social interrogation of white supremacy and racism. But, as an 
outsider, bearing witness to his daily responsibilities left me at times forlorn, not about his 
commitment or his approach, but about the possibility for substantively supporting teachers like 
Enrique that in ways that could ever compete with the immediate responsibilities in his near field 
of vision. 
Enrique’s Negotiation 
 As a teacher who has committed to working within an institution he perceives as 
fundamentally flawed, his processes for negotiating through that institution to develop a practice 
somewhat consistent with his ideology and values requires several moves. In many of my 
conversations with him about these moves, the focus wasn’t explicitly on white supremacy and 
racism, but rather as background for his approach to colleagues, supervisors, instruction, content, 
and student learning more broadly. Nonetheless, I believe these approaches bear directly on 




supremacy and racism presently negotiate their hopes for the classroom with the reality of their 
context. As I later dig into a specific class case, that connection becomes more clear. Below, I 
chronicle how Enrique replaces what he perceives as unreliable formal institutional scaffolds 
with extra-institutional personal and collective energy. That attenuates his bond to the official 
hierarchy of school. 
Enrique’s professional and social position within his school is an interesting one in that, 
while he gets along with others in his department, he’s not actively seeking out a collaborative 
environment where he’s designing instruction and planning assessment with fellow teachers or 
expand his practices beyond his own classroom space. I raised the possibility and he was pretty 
clear:  
Me: Are- you explicitly seeking out, like, a leadership role as far as classroom practice 
goes or anything like that. 
Respondent: Absolutely not. No. 
Me: And do you envision that at any point in the future? 
Respondent: No. Not at all. Nah. 
 
Enrique is not actively resistant to colleagues, and it is important to note that Liza, another 
participant in this study, has relied heavily on his support in terms of his sharing of instructional 
materials. But, it is clear that as it concerns his relation to his colleagues and his identification 
with them professionally, he’s far more animated by a relation to them in a larger labor struggle.  
There is, and there's a need for that. But, um, you know, part of my choice coming in here 
was like, I'm gonna organize as a worker in a workplace within education, which is the 
most highly unionized industry in the country. Um, and there's a lot of potential for 
struggle here. 
 
When I was in his room before and after class, that was a more frequent topic of conversation 
than ones directly related to issues of curriculum or instruction, and the community he’s built 
within the school was more cross-disciplinary than reliant on the social studies department. So, 




disciplinary colleagues and administrative superiors. In fact, his relationships and approach seem 
to exist as counterbalance to those formalized structures. 
Enrique’s relation to his school reflects his skeptical approach to institutions but his 
commitment to a collegial, bordering on conspiratorial relation to trusted colleagues. The first 
day that I showed up, he had a box of donuts in his room that he had picked up as the local 
representative of the teacher’s labor advocacy organization. As teachers from various parts of the 
buildings stopped by, it appeared to me that Enrique had earned the respect of a cadre of teachers 
from various departments, particularly younger teachers, such as a second-year English teacher 
who confided in him frequently as well as the other participant in this study, a first-year social 
studies teacher. He does find a useful community for working through the challenges of teaching 
U.S. History, beyond Sellers in the “union.” I asked about whether activities and conversation in 
that community ever extend into practice and curriculum: 
Oh yeah. Yeah no, through the union they did uh, a whole study group around Teaching 
for Black Lives, the book that Rethinking Schools put out, which explicitly addresses 
some of those things, and we've had other union organized PDs that discuss those issues. 
 
Enrique continues to consistently read on his own as well. When I was with him, that reading 
reflected his passion for investigating labor issues and movements: 
I'm always reading stuff outside the school content. I monitor world events every 
morning. I'm always reading at least one if not two books. One is From the Folks Who 
Brought You the Weekend, which is like a survey history of labor in the United States. 
Sam8 and I are actually facilitating the study group through the union on this book called 
Red State Revolt, which is about the teacher strikes, but it's like case studies of Arizona 
and West Virginia, and Oklahoma. 
 
This reading marries Enrique’s desire to continue to center class politics in his teaching as well 
as his activism within the teacher labor movement.  
 




Enrique believes in the possibility of collective organizing and creates community with 
other teachers in the building through that work, but he operates quite independently when it 
comes to selecting curriculum and establishing frameworks for student learning. He is in a U.S. 
History Professional Learning Community (PLC), but his chosen frameworks for student 
learning, his curriculum, and his plans for assessing students are not something he develops in 
close collaboration with colleagues. The extent to which he leans on the support of those in the 
building, is unsurprisingly, dependent on their ability to provide material support to him within 
the course, not formally conferred authority. I asked him about the processes for observation and 
instructional support within the formal structure of the school: 
It's a complete waste of time. There's a pre observation, there's an observation, and then 
there's a post observation where they go through and they tell you what boxes they 
checked, and then they say maybe you could do this thing or whatever. They're in there 
for at most, 40 minutes, and then they dip out. It's a complete waste of time…..I mean, I 
have my chair that's coming in on Friday for my APUSH class, and he also teaches 
APUSH..so, that to me is fundamentally different. I want to have someone in the room 
that I respect, and who's taught the class before. That's why I'm curious to hear what you 
have to say because-you have taught these classes. You've been in the classroom for a 
long time. Like, I respect what you have to say about it…I'm going to listen to that a lot 
more than sitting with someone who's just checking boxes. I don't care about that. I just 
try to get out of those meetings as soon as possible, to be honest. I'm about as short in my 
responses as I can possibly be. Here, I'm a little bit more open to  the discussion because I 
know my job's not on the line. 
 
Enrique here notes several important realities. First, he doesn’t find that the formal system of 
observation and instructional support that is not based in experience or knowledge within his 
discipline and subject as useful. And, on top of that, the formal structure of that process as tied to 
his evaluation limits the likelihood that he will participate in a generative conversation. On the 
other hand, he’s more open to support from within the discipline and also expresses some hope 
that our conversations, completely out from under the system of teacher evaluation, could be 




curricular revision and potentially expand the space for an interrogation of white supremacy and 
racism and hold triumphalist narratives at bay, such efforts at present mostly take place despite, 
not through, the existing system of hierarchical evaluation and support. 
Pedagogically, Enrique designs many of his lessons around a “spiral” framework, a 
pedagogical approach that, in his telling, calls on existing student knowledge and assets to 
generate meaningful learning about a historical topic. Enrique states that this framework allows 
him to incorporate his own spark of interest as well as student experience into a reliable 
framework for designing instruction. In the latter half of this quote, his “my” and “I” statements 
are references to the student perspective: 
Sometimes I'll workshop ideas with my wife and that kind of stuff. But, because I'm 
guided by that spiral model-I am always trying to think about the ways to draw in their 
knowledge and experience. Now that I'm a lot more familiar with the content, then I can 
be like, "Okay, we're going to be talking about,  urbanization, and some of the cause and 
effects for urbanization," and so on. What is their understanding of urban? What is their 
understanding of problems or challenges that existed in this particular city? That's where 
my head goes. For me, it's much more about laying the groundwork in terms of, this is 
actually relevant to my own experience in some way. Therefore I'm going to be more 
interested in what follows. So, if I have to spend a little bit more time on that, I can draw 
the connection, then…sometimes that means, like, I'd be willing to sacrifice this bit. 
 
Enrique is largely designing instruction from bell to bell outside of school-supported frameworks 
or a common PLC or departmental system of design. But, simply having a scaffold for design 
allows him to be more flexible and responsive to the unique features of the content as well as the 
experiences of the students. This is an important point to hold in mind as Enrique as faced with a 
student experience and a class period that causes him to reflect on how he would revise 
instruction around the Black experience at the turn of the 20th century for subsequent years 
His explanation of the framework bore a strong resemblance to similar variants, such as 
those used in experiential education, that call students to start from what they know, acquire new 




not so much an obvious sequence as it is an ongoing process that asks students to work back and 
forth between the experiences they bring into the class and new historical information. In my 
experience, various scholarly communities make claims on variants of this approach, but for 
Enrique, it is clearly rooted in critical and activist communities that challenge traditional 
relations of student and teacher. In addition to citing Freire in conversation Enrique called on the 
experiences of the Black Panthers: 
So, even my process expectations are based on those education principles. So, for 
example, the “each one teach one”, which I tell students I took from the Black Panther 
Party, is also a recognition that I'm not the only teacher in this room. 
 
Ultimately, Enrique has synthesized what he sees as an important collection of modern critical 
approaches to the classroom to keep his eye on holding space for student subjectivities. 
However, it is not as if he is calling on these approaches to co-create all of the classroom systems 
and procedures as the year unfolds. His classroom was built on a sense of ritual and order, but 
not in accordance with conventional systems of student control. The songs, the handshakes, a 
consistent framework for proceeding through a class weren’t in his telling principally about 
establishing control, but did establish some norms that reflected his interests. 
Enrique’s approach to the content of the course and the disciplinary demands of history 
education is directly informed by “popular education” and “social history,” an approach to that 
weaves together a focus on social, class, and political struggle alongside critique of traditional 
schooling that situates the teacher as knowing expert above the students (Freire, 1970; Gutman, 
1992). This approach is attributed to various eras and scholars, but he most directly associates 
with its modern variants, such as late Brazilian educator and philosopher Paulo Freire. So, 
Enrique has mostly discarded the vast and well-funded ecosystem of conventional school history 




frameworks that have sprung out of these other approaches. For example, Enrique uses the 
Graduate Center of the University of New York’s “American Social History Project,” nicknamed 
“HERB” after labor historian Herbert Gutman as a site for primary and secondary sources.  
In addition, Enrique leans heavily on the “P.E.G.S.” framework to guide student inquiry. 
This approach asks students to assess the “Political, Economic, Geographic, and Social” aspects 
of a historical event or theme. In some cases, he also asks students to work from a “P.I.E.S” 
framework, that replaces the geographic frame with an “ideological” point of analysis. Whereas 
the “spiral” framework is a pedagogical scaffold, these frameworks organize Enrique’s approach 
to student inquiry. He will present a text, or an event, or a theme, to students, asking them to 
analyze which of these dimensions are at play in the approach of the U.S. government, a 
historical figure, or society. I have included this framework as the first artifact in Appendix G, 
which is an end-of-unit project that he assigned in place of a test. 
The broad picture of Enrique that emerges is that of a teacher who is still personally 
working through the complex intersection of race and class in the United States and 
contemporary schooling, but whose organized, relatively consistent approach to instruction 
means that he is not consistently engaging in radical re-design of his curriculum or his lessons. 
But, his process of revision is also improved by his growing familiarity with the content, and 
makes it easier for him to make informed decisions about what stays and what goes, alongside a 
pedagogical approach that has gradually given over more space to the students: 
I've definitely pared things down... I've been a student of history for a long time, but my 
focus was more Latin American history and stuff like that. Having to come back into US 
history, I think I relied a little bit more on PowerPoint that I would have otherwise, and, 
like, a little bit more text in the PowerPoints, because I didn't know the content as well. 
Now, I have a better understanding of what I can leave out or not. I have a better 





Enrique here implies a more selective approach to historical content that has granted him leeway 
to be less didactic in his pedagogy. He is making efforts to displace himself as the authoritative 
expert, but not abandoning routines and rituals that give his class periods a somewhat predictable 
flow. Given his responsibility for prepping two other subjects and his labor commitments, it is an 
approach that allows him to revisit his lesson plans and his curriculum without dramatically 
altering his broad approach to the classroom at each turn. 
It's become more solidified so I have unit plans for every unit. I got lessons ready to go, 
more or less, and at this point it's more going back and kind of tweaking according to 
who's in the class, and also starting to strip down a lot of my material, because I think 
early on, not being as familiar with certain dimensions of the content I think I relied a 
little too much on certain, you know, like PowerPoint or whatever. Sometimes I'll just 
look in my old stuff and I'll be like “aw man I can't believe I did this or that” and I'll just 
start changing things. 
 
As with his discussion on his use of the “spiral” model, Enrique again references an increasing 
facility with the content as a factor that allows him to make more intentional choices about what 
stays and what goes. It seems that as he has become more accustomed to the broad survey 
requirements of the course, his ability to triage and make better informed decisions about the 
content also helps him to design more responsive instruction. This is an interesting point to 
consider, particularly as it pertains to early career teachers. His personal passions paired with his 
reliance on reliable frameworks for pedagogy, content, and inquiry appears to have granted him 
the space to slide in content and source material that speaks to him, but also responds to the 
interests of the students. In his case, just a few years in, he seems to have carved out more space 
to counter the conventional content demands of the course because he is more familiar with the 
content of those demands. This could have implications for experienced teachers, who may be 
able to capitalize on increased content knowledge to confront master narratives. But, this has 




prior familiarization with the conventional demands of U.S. History classes as they exist in 
standards and other curricular object.  
Enrique’s Class 
 On my 11th day in the classroom, Enrique was beginning his unit on the Progressive Era, 
and chose to begin with a two-day review of the experience of African Americans during this 
time period along with a class debate on Black political strategy in the early 20th century. In 
conversation with me, he positioned the start of the unit as a counterpoint to the “standard 
narrative”: 
The standard narrative is, we have this problem in the Gilded Age, middle-class 
reformers develop a concern around them, they expose those problems, and aim to 
leverage government to address them. Government is responsive, they pass these laws, 
from the city to the national level, and great. There's a footnote mention around, yes, this 
was great, but things were not so great for African Americans. Women got the right to 
vote, and so on. So, I'm doing two days around the experience of Black folks during the 
Progressive era. 
 
Enrique’s depiction of the era fits well within examinations of textbooks I have undertaken as 
well as my own experience in the classroom. A largely white story of social progress covers over 
the struggle for racial justice within the context of overt, violent white supremacy (King & 
Swartz, 2014). His attempts to work back and forth across the present and past, linking early 20th 
century Black leadership to contemporary activists, is a personal choice, supported by an online 
curriculum developer and the scaffolding of his “spiral” instructional design.  
Observation on this day also afforded me the opportunity, unfortunately at Enrique’s 
expense, to witness a common classroom occurrence, when a teacher’s vision for the class period 
meets the reality of some students who have a different set of priorities on that day. That process 
of witnessing and our reflective conversation the next day gave Enrique the chance to articulate 
to me the nature of his curricular and instructional priorities in the face of common but hard to 




After students filed in to the tune of soul/jazz/funk composer Roy Ayers’s “My Life,” 
(The Vibe of the Day), Enrique began with a part-discussion, part-lecture that reviewed the white 
supremacist violence of the Jim Crow South and the connections between the early 20th century 
fight for dignity and justice and the contemporary Black Lives Matter movement’s “Vision for 
Black Lives.” Consistent with the “spiral” approach, Enrique began with a short review of one 
aspect from a previous lesson, and then solicited class input on their understanding of the Black 
Lives Matter movement, supported by images and video.  
So last time we just introduced this topic of Progressive Era. Today and next class we’ll 
be talking about Black folks during the Progressive Era. Does anyone recognize this 
photo? There’s a question under there about Black Lives Matter. Specifically, what are 
they against, but what is that they are for? If they are against X, what is they are 
proposing to change that. Ok, anything that comes to mind that y’all can recall about 
BLM. We’ll see if we can connect some of this stuff from the past to the present. 
 
Enrique then reviewed the legal and extra-legal establishment of a violent white social and 
economic order in the South, the establishment of legal and political organizations to combat 
white supremacy such as the NAACP, and concluded with a brief video about Ida B. Wells, a 
prominent Black journalist and activist who famously chronicled instances of white violence in 
the form of lynching throughout the South.: 
What’s convict leasing again? …So, we got some gains and there’s a reaction. And we 
see this a lot in U.S. History. There’s some steps forward and then there’s some steps 
back…And the ultimate threat was a lynching, ok. And there/s now, there’s actually a 
museum dedicated to shining a light on the terror of lynching in the South. A number of 
people have been doing a lot of research and now there’s an entire museum dedicated to 
lynching in particular. 
 
All aspects of these discussions were supported by images and video, a couple of which I have 
pulled out and attached as the second item in Appendix G. 
At the mid-point of the 90-minute lesson, Enrique moved the students into preparation for 




eary 20th century. I’ll summarize it briefly after quoting Enrique’s introduction to the activity 
here. Also, part of his handout to students is attached as the third item in Appendix G. He runs 
through the activity.:  
Let’s look over this together. What method should African Americans use to achieve 
equality in the 20th century? So, background: (he dictates background paragraph at the 
top.)…In groups, we’re going to get different characters. (he runs through the characters.) 
…So, today, you are mostly going to look at a document related to the argument. So, 
someone is going to be debating as if they are this person. (Enrique summarizes 
instructions.) …Okay, any questions on this? I can see that the energy level is very high 
(chuckles.)…So, first read it on your own and then think about what they are doing to try 
and achieve change. 
 
That activity, borrowed from the “American Social History Project,” asked students to read from 
the perspective of four activists and scholars and prepare an argument from that perspective. The 
activity includes the perspectives of W.E.B. DuBois and Booker T. Washington, who, in 
textbooks and standards, often serve as opposing ideological representatives of Black though at 
the time, but also Marcus Garvey and Mary Church Terrell, who receive comparatively less 
attention in standards and texts (Danzer et al, 2010; Lapsansky-Werner et al, 2010; NCDPI, 
2011; ). Enrique acknowledge that curricular reality, noting that as it concerned Garvey, he’s 
included as “a passing mention to Black nationalism.” Therefore, in this particular case, Enrique 
approaches white supremacy and racism from the perspective of Black activists and scholars 
fighting against it. 
During the first half of the class, Enrique struggled to generate much active participation 
from the class, a fact he acknowledged in his sarcastic reference to their energy level. When the 
class transitioned to preparation for the next day’s debate activity, a few students expressed 
frustration at the length of the readings, and one in particular outright refused, an act that Enrique 




I mean the one student that I mentioned, you know has explicitly talked to me about how 
the A/B schedule is not working for him, it's too much, mom's getting on his case and 
he'll have to change schools and so he's already I think in his head kind of checked out. 
 
Enrique, at that point had to navigate the demand to attend to this student, consider the rest of the 
class, and consider the goals of the lesson.: 
It is unfortunate because it's disruptive for other students. In the moment I thought about 
asking him to go outside or going out with him, and I think that would've actually made 
things worse. It would've been a power struggle then in front of everyone and I think in 
some ways, he would've thrived off of that because it would've like, I would've then 
become the like uh, target for his anger that he was feeling in that moment, and I don't 
feel like it was targeted at me. I didn't want to turn it into a power struggle. It doesn't 
help. 
 
This student, in his own way, was clearly reaching out to express an immediate, and real 
frustration with school, and Enrique couldn’t ignore it. Engaging that student as an individual 
meant that he was unable to adequately support other students in the class who had questions 
about the reading or were struggling to respond to the writing prompts.  
By the time the class was over, Enrique gave me a look of exasperation. I tried my best to 
reciprocate with a knowing expression that attempted to communicate professional solidarity 
more than judgment. We connected briefly, but he had a meeting to attend, and I left the school 
mentioning that perhaps we would have some time to de-brief the following day. Enrique texted 
me at his first free moment, telling me that he was still “reeling” from the class and that he 
“should’ve known better and didn’t differentiate.” He also shared with me about the personal 
struggles that one of the students in the class was having. I simply shared that I was thankful that 
he shared his classroom with me, that I found his experience to be quite common. I had 
witnessed a vulnerable teaching moment for him, and I suggested we reconvene the next day just 




When we spoke the next day, with the benefit of a little more distance from the class 
period, he appeared resolute and ready to consider how he would materially revise his approach 
to this content in the future. I felt this was an important discussion to have because I was curious 
about how Enrique would set curricular and instructional priorities in the face of a need to 
undertake significant revision to his plan. His broad point to me was that he was not going to do 
the same activity next year (referring to the debate activity), but, that “The spirit of the activity is 
something I want to try and maintain.” He went on: 
By saying I'm not going to do it next year, I mean I'm probably not going to use that set 
of documents in particular. I think part of it was that I didn't provide enough structure. 
That's one element…I think part of what I'm going to do is go group by group and help 
them prepare and do the thing …I want to stress the point that these issues get broken 
down in “why can't we speak with one voice on this?” but this shows that there were 
differences and different perspectives, same thing today. I'd also play with the idea of 
having them go onto the Movement for Black Lives website and pick one of the issues 
that they're interested in and like write about it as a way to connect things to the present, 
maybe do a continuity and change type of thing. Playing with that idea.  
 
I heard Enrique leaning on what has been useful, systemic approach to lesson design (the “spiral” 
approach) and an ideological commitment to teaching through and about racial injustice and 
Black activism to set the terms of his revision. Enrique’s initial, unrecorded statement that he 
was “not going to do it next year” was not an abandonment of the overall content of the lesson, 
but a commitment to revise the design and structure of the class. This is an important distinction. 
Given the precarious nature of curriculum that confronts master narrative, some teachers might 
reflect on less than ideal classroom realities and mark themes, people, and texts that directly 
address white supremacy as the source of the problem. Here, Enrique seems to lean towards the 
plural, heterogeneous reality of Black perspectives. He wants to move away from reductive 
treatments of Black thought and activism. Additionally, he plans to lean further into student-




Enrique doesn’t specifically reference his “spiral” model in this conversation, but his 
goals for revising the lesson fit squarely within that framework for approaching lesson design. 
He saw a disconnect between the students and the historical texts presented to them, and fixed 
upon the idea of leaning further into content that directly connects to the present social and 
political world of the students. He doesn’t locate that disconnect at student deficits, or the idea 
that they are unwilling or not ready to critically approach the time period: 
I've had conversations with teachers and you know, other educators around popular 
education where there's a presumption around dumbing it down. To me, that misses the 
point. It's not about dumbing it down, it's about communicating effectively. 
 
At the moment, he didn’t have a concrete vision for which historical texts he would select and 
how he would make the connection between the present and the past. But, it is clear from his 
reflection that such a process will attempt to continue to move away from reductive accounts of 
Black thought and action. 
Enrique has set for himself a process of curricular revision that will require him to move 
away from the pre-planned materials by the American Social History Project, secure technology 
for the students, and curate a new selection of documents that he feels are critically attentive to 
the topic and also accessible to students. He works from a significant commitment to revisit and 
revise his instruction. However, his capacity to fully realize that project will be tested by 
institutional and professional conditions that are unlikely to be dramatically different next year. 
Enrique, facing a personal responsibility to revise instruction going forward, begins from the 
standpoint that continuing to sit with the material is an imperative, which moves the broader 
goals and topic of the lesson away from a place of precarity, so that he is then left to fill in the 
details of what resources students will use and how the lesson will proceed. That is a promising 




of scale to count on in this work and has set a plan to take up the revision on his own. I 
understand that is part of the process of teaching, and I don’t suggest that teachers should avoid 
facing the often deeply personal work of instructional design and curriculum selection. But, an 
acknowledgment of that work does not eliminate the factors that limit a teacher’s capacity to 
work through problems of practice. When those problems of practice are centered around themes 
of white supremacy and racism, teachers like Enrique may look around and find that, compared 
to the well-funded, state sanctioned, district approved forms of knowledge that guide teachers 
back to the relative safety of nationalist history, they are under-supported.  
There are a few major takeaways from Enrique’s design, experience, and reflection on 
the lesson. First, Enrique’s attention to the historical and present conditions of white supremacy 
and Black responses in the lesson were supported by a personal commitment to challenge 
reductive conceptions of racial injustice and the response to it, a reliable framework for 
designing and revising lessons, and outside curriculum support from materials developed at the 
university level. Second, the successful enactment of that lesson was challenged by student 
disengagement and resistance, and the imperative that Enrique respond to the social and 
emotional needs of students. Third, Enrique’s reflection on the lesson implied a continued to 
commitment to the goal of teaching through and about white supremacy and racism and likewise 
a continued commitment to avoid reductive approaches to Black activism, though the conditions 
that would facilitate this commitment are unclear.  
Case 3: Liza 
Introduction 
Liza is a first-year teacher who came to Sellers High School after earning her Master’s 




to the classroom after earning a PhD in American Studies at a university in another part of the 
country. In the following section, I will get into her personal, professional, and academic past as 
the background for her new life as a public high school teacher. Liza’s case allowed me to 
witness a teacher who brought a significant depth of knowledge about U.S. History and society, 
borne partly from her experience in higher education, but fueled by a lifelong intellectual 
curiosity, facing the conventions of a high school U.S. History class for the first time as a full-
time public school teacher.   
Liza’s classroom was out beyond the main school building in a trailer. Practically, what 
this meant during my time there was that there were few visitors to the space beyond the students 
whose attendance was compulsory. I saw an administrator come through one time to check on 
the intercom system that had been broken in the room for several weeks, and on another occasion 
the district-level mentor was there observing a lesson. Other than that, the heavy volume of 
traffic that I saw in and around Enrique’s classroom, who teaches at Sellers as well, was largely 
absent out in the low-slung prefabricated boxes beyond the older, conventional physical borders 
of the school. Liza’s room, among the three teachers in this study, was the most spare in terms of 
decoration, likely owing to the fact that she is a new teacher. But, what is on the walls reflects a 
focus on issue related to social justice. There’s a James Baldwin poster with the quote 
“Ignorance allied with power is the most ferocious enemy justice can have,” as well as picture of 
famed Latina labor activist Dolores Huerta. Like Sarah’s room, Liza had arranged desks in 
groups of four or five 
It is important to note, by way of comparison, that though Liza’s room physically 
reflected a teacher who did not have the benefit of several years to adorn her walls with posters, 




the classroom. As students trudged out the trailer and into the classroom, Liza typically greeted 
them warmly, with questions about their day or lives, and the start of class frequently had an 
active buzz just as reflective of student energy as the other classroom spaces.  
Sellers operates on an alternating block schedule, meaning that each class section meets 
every other day for 90 minutes. I observed one of Liza’s 1st period American History II classes 
over the course of two and a half weeks, so that I observed seven class sessions totaling ten and a 
half hours during that time period in late November and early December. I returned in January 
for one more 90 minute class observation. This was a small class, with only 14 students when 
attendance was full. The class was predominantly composed of Black and Latinx students, with 
only one student identifying as white during the course of class conversation. 
  Liza echoed Enrique’s perception that the school, while becoming less white in terms of 
demographics, was still holding onto a culture in which white norms were prevalent.:  
I feel like this school is in a transition and trying to figure out what It is going to become. 
I feel like this school, is really clear to me from the first time I walked in this building 
that like it has a look, its legacy is still felt in terms of being a county school, being a 
segregated, predominantly white school in the past. 
 
She acknowledged the good work of many fellow teachers, particularly some new to the 
building, who were working to make the school reflect the culture of the students in in it, but that 
process is ongoing.  
Liza’s Commitment 
Liza is clear about the reality of racist oppressions in schooling and in the United States, 
while consequently holding out some hope in school, and the act of teaching, as a source of 
positive change. I suspect some of the source of her hope is rooted in a personal experience in 
resisting external perception of her based on her race and upbringing and her ability to protect 




At nearly every step in her journey from growing up in rural Tennessee to her teenage years in 
Southern California, and into higher education, including a postdoctoral year at an Ivy League 
institution, Liza narrates a process of pushing back against external perceptions based on her 
race, gender, and upbringing. 
Liza’s expressed commitment to teaching about white supremacy and racism is animated 
by a complex upbringing that forced her to confront the persistent nature of these forces and their 
operation across geographic contexts throughout the United States. Her family story is one that 
calls her to tease out the nuances of race, culture, ethnicity, and nationality that defies simple 
categorization. Like in the case of Enrique, it is a picture that is not easily captured in the 
segmented boxes that would call one to identify as one race to the exclusion of others, and the 
“worm hole” she could go into is not one that master narratives generally concern themselves 
with.  
I identify as mixed race, Korean and white. There's a worm hole I could go in right there. 
…I'm just like thoroughly steeped in white culture. My full, everything is just like 
whiteness, because even my mom is a product of the colonial situation where she was 
adopted from Korea by a Christian woman. So, in terms of my upbringing, my 
worldview, I'm not ethnically Korean. My mom learned how to be ethnically Korean as 
an adult. She always was trying to like get back to her roots and her heritage. She goes to 
Korean church, makes kimchi, but we didn't grow up speaking the language, and I didn't 
grow up with any of those cultural practices in my household. On my dad's side I would 
say I identify especially at this point in my life as specifically Appalachian, like his 
family are from like descended from coal miners and my grandfather was the first person 
in that line not to be a coal miner. 
 
While master narratives segment Americans into a generally fixed set of racial categories, Liza’s 
upbringing placed her at the crossroads of a host of racial, geographic, cultural, and class 
signifiers that are used to mark difference in the United States. 
While she claims an upbringing in white culture, that context, unsurprisingly, did not 




Born in rural Tennessee, she confronted the overt presence of racist belief as an Asian American 
girl and at a young age considered many of these experiences as uniquely Southern.: 
'Cause I grew up in southeast Tennessee with everyone just being like, where are you 
from? Like, I am from from here. I was constantly asked if I was Chinese or Japanese 
growing up, like slanty-eyed faced, the whole deal. 
 
But, a family move to southern California quickly disabused her of the notion of white 
supremacy and racism as confined to the South. In a way that is very similar to Enrique, she 
rejects a conception of the South as a regional placeholder for the whole nation’s racist 
oppressions, not that she is oblivious to the reality of white supremacy’s operation in the region: 
And like I really thought everything I saw on TV about where I was from was true until I 
went to Southern California and saw, oh no, they're like violent racist here too. And like 
racism is a national problem. I took me a really long time to understand that and I would 
still encounter people, college educated people in San Francisco who I tell them I'm from 
the South. They're just like, “oh my God, what was that like? That must've been terrible!” 
 
Liza’s dissertation work called her to do research close to her first home in Tennessee, and her 
recent return to the South as home place signifies a fresh perspective on the region she left as a 
child. 
At a certain point I was like, no. Like, the South is part of me. Like, I love, just the 
environment, like having lived everywhere else in the country I realized what I appreciate 
about the South, l the culture and the people. I was like no, I'm Southern and I can be 
Southern. 
 
Liza doesn’t hold an idealist vision about the South or cast off the continued presence of white 
supremacy and racism in favor of an idyllic portrait of the region. But, she speaks with pride and 
admiration about the region, and like the other participants, seems highly motivated to stay here 
and sees it as a place of possibility for continuing to work through the issues of power and social 
change that matter to her. 
Across her childhood and into her experiences in higher education, Liza found some 




position across multiple regions, but also what she describes as a somewhat turbulent and 
shifting family arrangement  
School was always like my solace. It was always, like, a safe place and a place of 
normalcy and stability. I always did my work and thrived even when I was doing really 
bad stuff on the weekends, like, no one would have known.  
Her relationships with several of her teachers in high school and on through college and 
her reflections on her journey through college and higher education bear directly on her approach 
to history in schools, as she clearly differentiates between an inquisitive act of engaging history 
and another kind of “history” which I take to mean an ecosystem of valued knowledge, a fixed 
understanding of the past: 
I really liked the, sort of like, cultural studies angle, like, I liked the doing history, but not 
history, like in a way that I'm thinking. I've always just been really interested in social 
change, how things happen, but how power works. I just wanted to go to like a theory 
heavy program where I could do, have a lot of intellectual freedom and pretty much like 
do what I want. 
  
Her doctorate program helped her to see that following her curiosity about the nature of power 
and the possibilities for social change were worthy intellectual pursuits but even more than that a 
promising creative and professional direction.: 
I had two professors that kind of took me under their wing and I was like the kid that 
would go to office hours, like I was really happy to go to college. I fully understood what 
the opportunity was and I loved it and I wanted to be there. It always showed in my work, 
and a couple of professors were like “you could do this for a living.” 
Eventually, Liza soured on the culture of academia, and returned to the idea of a 
profession she had considered for much of her life. In high school, she had started a chapter of 
the “Future Teachers of America club and told me that “she always felt tapped by teachers.” 
she’s a professed optimist and sees opportunity in working with diverse groups of students in the 
current political moment. 
I'm very anti progress narratives, but I still have to believe that like in the long run…I just 
think we're living, in such an interesting moment of like racial backlash to the first Black 




time during this and to be able to talk to them about those things. It feels like what I 
should be doing.  
 
Liza’s own life challenges and the refuge she found as a student connects to the hopeful tone she 
strikes when discussing her new position as a teacher. It is not that Liza views school as an all-
encompassing solution for inequity and injustice. She is aware that she works within a racialized 
system of schooling that continues to operate in her building, in one instance remarking that “It's 
tangible to me here that Black culture is not affirmed and celebrated in this space, and that white 
culture is enforced.” She’s forthright about the fact that in the school many of her students 
experience repeated racist indignities. She works between two experiences: one of resistance to 
external perception of her based on her race and upbringing, and one rooted in her ability to 
protect space for her own intellectual curiosity in school spaces. Liza is able to hold the reality of 
racist oppressions and a belief in school as a source of positive change.  
Liza asserts that white supremacy is deeply entangled within the United States’ 
economic, social, and political systems.  
I think that white supremacy is a foundational feature of the United States. Everything 
that the nation-state has done and been about has been about white supremacy. I think 
that it is far from having ever been fully acknowledged the extent to which slavery builds 
a country. Every institution we have, banking, insurance…I think that whole definition of 
what it means to be American, the whole center has always been about exclusion of racial 
others and demands for assimilation. 
 
Along with the belief that white supremacy is a core system that upholds national policy and 
institutions, Liza also describes it as system by which the country has marked its conceptual 
boundaries, a racist, nationalist idea rooted in exclusion. Here, she invokes James Baldwin to 
make this point.: 
I think that on a cultural level, like I don't know anybody who gets it better than Baldwin 




Furthermore, she depicts white supremacy as a system that perpetuates stereotype and sows 
confusion in civil society. She believes that many of her students have a sense of the dissonance 
between the story the country tells about itself and the country they actually live in, and that the 
national story is upheld by evasive curriculum: 
It confuses every other issue. It confuses economic issues. It confuses poverty. It 
confuses immigration. There's either people who understand this or they don't and you're 
on completely different pages. Like you're in completely different books…These are 
things that the students are aware of and our story and to try to articulate some 
understanding of. The fact that it's not built into the curriculum, we're continuing to do a 
disservice to their understanding of the world around them. There's no point in continuing 
to push a white supremacist master narrative of students of color who know better. 
 
So, Liza is quite clearly able to articulate the central place of white supremacy in the history of 
the United States, the lingering effects on the country’s present condition, and the problem with 
curriculum that avoids both. Additionally, her decision to enter the profession is partly dependent 
on recent events and the current political climate: 
Like, me coming to this job is very, I've always done things like I think things through, 
but I also act very much based on feelings like when Trump was elected. I was very 
upset. I screamed and I screamed that I had had it with this white supremacist, 
patriarchal, misogynistic culture. I yelled that over breakfast when my son was like two 
years old (laughs). 
Challenges to Liza’s Commitment 
What are the factors that push off a significant revision of the curriculum that reflects her 
hopes to another year? For one, Liza puts the finest point on the place of the formal system of 
knowledge valorization and the more informal instantiation of conventional history that appears 
to just…exist: 
I don’t know, it’s just like imaginary (laughs). I am not gonna lie, I worry as a first year 
teacher. I am not too too worried about the final but I just don’t want to be talked to, by 
someone (laughs) about some sort of failure or percentage or proficiency or what have 
you. …There’s a sense of expectations for the accountability in I don’t know, the district, 
the school. Nobody has ever like talked to me about it but I guess I picked up on it from 
the other teachers, from that experience student teaching at another school in the district. 
I saw that class all the way to the end of the semester and I saw that like oh it will spit out 




this. I have not experienced it here yet cause I haven’t finished the year but I know it’s 
there.  
 
While the other two teachers, with more years in the classroom were more forcefully dismissive 
of the test at the end of the year, Liza expresses some concern about that process and a hint of 
anxiety that a notably poor performance from students would raise alarms. Without having gone 
through that experience, she’s unable to specifically locate where such pressure come from, but it 
is partly informed by her student teaching experience at another predominantly Black school in 
the district where institutionalized pressure to perform well on tests seemed more evident.  
Like the other teachers, Liza faced the burden of responsibilities outside of her 
classroom. She was frequently called to cover for other teachers for planning, and as a first-year 
teacher had the additional responsibility of attending professional development events that she 
found to be highly varied in their usefulness to her. She was taking on a lot at home as well as 
the mother of two young children. On one day, she came in after being up at 5 AM with her baby 
who had a lingering cold, and on a few of the days I was scheduled to observe and interview she 
could not come in as she and her husband together juggled responsibility for childcare at home 
when one of the children was too sick to go to daycare. 
In the course of my two weeks in the classroom she had one new student show up from 
another school, and another student who was away on out-of-school suspension for the first 
week, and returned to class needing to catch up on all that he had missed. As is typical, Liza was 
already faced with the challenge of maintaining some kind of predictable structure in a classroom 
reality where students read, write, and digest information at different speeds on different days. 
The intermittent presence of these two students, as well as the regular absences that occur as part 




individual student needs within her instruction. Furthermore, it tested her systems for organizing 
each day’s resources, and collecting and assessing their work. 
On a couple of occasions, Liza bristled a bit at my focus on her challenges as a first-year 
teacher, not because she denied that she was facing a unique set of hurdles not shared by all of 
her more experienced colleagues. Rather, she was very careful not to be pegged as overwhelmed 
by the new professional and emotional demands of the work, and in our conversations protected 
the space where she could comfortable and honestly describe both specific challenges she was 
facing with her students and the persistent challenges of the daily life of a teacher: planning 
instruction, designing assessment, grading, attending required trainings as a novice teacher, and 
fielding whatever parent, student, or collegial demands might come her way through her e-mail 
inbox.  
Liza described these challenges while holding at bay the image of an overwhelmed, 
novice teacher on the brink. Her challenges were significant, and naturally, some lessons went 
more smoothly than others. Alongside the challenge of adapting or designing instruction from 
one day to the next, she faced the additional first-year challenge of establishing procedures and 
norms that struck a delicate balance between her desire to protect student autonomy and her 
increasing concern about whether her classroom environments protected student learning. 
However, She faced these problems of practice directly, and among the three participants, it was 
my conversations with here that were most rooted in the experiences of specific students. Liza, 
justifiably, was often unavailable for more formal recorded conversation, but in moments before 
or after class was inclined to work through problems of practice out loud in my presence. I didn’t 
get the sense that she was soliciting advice, but outwardly voicing an internal dialogue about 




Liza is facing many of the usual challenges of a first-year teacher, and I could see over 
the few weeks that I was in the classroom that, unsurprisingly, the experience of learning to teach 
two core subjects (American History II and Civics) while learning how to adapt instruction to 
diverse learners in “Standard” classes across the core subjects was calling on her to draw deeply 
from her emotional reserves to meet the needs of her students. Navigating the demands of her 
first year meant that our time for recorded conversation or intentional debrief of lessons was 
limited, but spontaneous opportunities to dialogue about her lessons, the students, and her life 
revealed to me an early career teacher who was taking on a lot at school, while navigating the 
heavy demands of her two young children at home.   
Liza’s Negotiation 
All of the elements noted above tested Liza’s ability to enact the kind of history 
education she envisioned or resist a conventional march through the standard chronology of 
history. Despite the challenges to her commitment, Liza was, even in her first year, already 
working through the process of negotiating those challenges so she could chart a way forward 
that would help her live out her beliefs in practice. For example, while she did admit to some 
pressure as a result of the test, she dismissed the idea that it was a guiding force in her decisions: 
I don’t think it really informs my teaching. I think, I just didn’t know…When I think 
about American history It’s like I could teach the whole class about just 5 domestic issues 
and that would be fantastic to me… 
 
As she is in her first year and pulled in different directions, she relies heavily on others who 
teach the class. She refers to a “menu” which is a broader term that could be inclusive of not only 
activities and lessons, but also the content.:  
…but I am in my first year so I basically just checked in with my PLC about “what are 
we covering, like what is on the menu” and I am just going through it right now.  
But I do feel like the standards for U.S. History are very open ended. Like Civics is 
pinning you down a lot more. In American 2 it’s like you can do a lot of different things 




She points to greater possibility in the U.S. History class because of what she perceives as 
standards that are open to interpretation relative to Civics. But, as she had stated in a previous 
conversation, that was likely a larger project for another year. Despite her statement that a 
grander revision would be delayed, it’s clear that her process of negotiating that vision with her 
current reality was ongoing in the present, not just a future task.  
Liza is a scholar of American Studies with deep knowledge and an acute awareness of the 
relationship between the past and present social, economic, and political conditions of the United 
States. Yet, she was faced with a problem that felt familiar to me and likely many other early 
career U.S. History teachers. When she encountered much of the material she was theoretically 
tasked with teaching, much of it was either unfamiliar to her or simply uninteresting. Like the 
other two teachers, Liza is deeply dissatisfied with the conventional procession of U.S. History 
and a perceived demand on her to cover a broad review of the history of the country, often told 
through a chronology of presidential administrations and war. I came in to observe her class 
towards the end of the Fall semester, and at that point she was teaching through the concept of 
U.S imperialism at the turn of the 20th century.  
Her apathy about some of the narrative frameworks were evident, and her candid 
statements to me about how she, at that point in her career didn’t know and didn’t care to learn 
much about the reductive “Big Stick/Moral/Dollar Diplomacy” (Danzer et al, 2010) framework 
of the early 20th century resonated with me. She named much of the conventional approach to 
U.S. History as white supremacist and at odds with the reality that many of her students face: 
There's no point in continuing to push a white supremacist master narrative to students of 
color who know better. 
 
Previously, I referenced Liza’s inserts into her hopeful statements about the “long run” that she is 




Liza was sitting at a professional intersection, where in her former experiences as a 
student she was animated by in-depth historical and social investigations and making thematic 
connections. On the one hand she faces this new responsibility for a broad survey knowledge of 
the history of the entire nation with resolve: 
Oh, I feel fine with it. Like, I mean someone told me like, you just need to know more 
than they know (laughs). I'm realizing now I don't have this survey knowledge and over 
time I'll build it and I'll have a greater depth of knowledge of the things that I'm teaching. 
That's nice for me. I get to learn more things and it's a good challenge to learn more 
things. 
 
But, on the other hand, she clearly wants a lot more for her students than summary knowledge of 
the history of the United States as chronicled through a conventional march through presidential 
administrations: 
I really could care less if they remember, like, mainstays…We're talking about this unit 
right now on imperialism to have the kind of knowledge or understanding of the impacts 
this has on the US has relationship with the world. Or, how it makes our world the way it 
is. To be able to just to make those kinds of connections are far more important to me 
than if they know who was president at that time. 
 
As it concerned the actual content of the history course, she was, by her own admission, heavily 
reliant on Enrique’s materials and felt she had to devote more of her time to designing instruction 
in her Civics section, where she had less support.  
With Enrique it was like, it's all on Google drive. He just shared everything with me and 
was just like, if you, I looked into his stuff and I was like, can I just use it? And he's like, 
definitely. he's just been really supportive and it makes it easier sometimes like if I need 
copies or something he can just run extra copies cause we're doing the same things. 
Like as I'm going through it, like in my mind, like how I want to do these differently, I 
want to do my own thing next year, but it's definitely helping me get through this year. 
Civics, I'm not working with anyone in that PLC. I'm like on my own. So I'm like doing 
my own PowerPoints, worksheets, activities. Yeah, all week for civics. So just to get 
Enrique’s materials for was like a lifesaver. Especially as I have a baby. I get almost 
nothing done at home. 
 
She has support at school from other U.S. History teachers in her Professional Learning 




their materials and lessons to get through each day. She described a more solitary experience in 
Civics, where she has felt she has had to devote more time to crafting lessons on her own. 
Enrique, another participant in this study has been big help.  
While several teachers have offered their materials to her, it has been Enrique’s lessons 
and resources that she has leaned on the most heavily, noting that he offered all of his files and 
using his presentation slides, and an ideological common ground as it concerns the direction of 
the course. Therefore, she moves the units generally along the same chronological and thematic 
track as Enrique, and also uses many of the same frameworks for organizing information and 
guiding student inquiry, such as the P.I.E.S. framework (Political, Ideological, Economic, Social) 
I mentioned in Enrique’s case. In the review of one classroom observation that follows, it’s 
notable that though Enrique wasn’t physically in the room, he was present in that Liza was 
working from his presentation slides and his general plan for the lesson. 
Therefore, Liza’s case offered a unique opportunity to observe similarities and 
differences in teacher enactment when nearly all of the curriculum is the same. While the 
presentations and the activities and the readings were similar, the way a class proceeded from 
bell to bell had a different feel than in Enrique’s room. Liza didn’t have a set routine for starting 
class, and never, in conversation, referred to a predictable frame for designing instruction. In 
some ways, that sometimes fluid, often hard to pin down approach to instruction created a sense 
of unpredictability in the space. This could lead to varying levels of engagement with Liza’s 
instruction, not that in Enrique or Sarah’s classroom there was 100% focus and attention 
throughout a class period. But, this unpredictability opened up a more free-flowing space where 
authentic and valuable dialogue within the classroom might have been otherwise closed off by 




Liza’s classroom in some ways lacked the kinds of procedures and routines that would 
have eased the burden on her to respond to each individual student need in turn, but it wasn’t 
lacking for a sense of caring and support for students. Even as an observer, I felt like a 
participant in an evolving classroom culture that was highly contingent on the experiences and 
feelings of students on that particular day. Though Liza was attempting to find a balance between 
student and teacher control of the classroom as the school year was underway, it was evident to 
me that she was doing so with care for the students in mind, checking in with them each day not 
as a matter of ritual but taking available opportunities during class time to hear about their lives 
and share her own. 
Liza’s Class 
On my third day Liza’s 1st period American History II class, she had the goal of engaging 
students in an activity that called them to assess American motives for intervention in the 
Philippines in the aftermath of the Spanish-American War. But, she had to first begin by 
reviewing and catching students up on the previous day’s lesson, which involved students 
reviewing documents related more generally to U.S. imperial motives, such as Albert 
Beveridge’s “March of the Flag” (That instructional artifact, which was borrowed from the 
Stanford History Education Group, is the first item in Appendix H). As I entered the class before 
students, Liza relayed to me that she left school yesterday with a plan to prepare more for class 
and do some other work related to school, but was dealing with her sick baby for most of the 
evening and night, and had to push that work off. She was clearly tired, and understandably 
facing the first class of the day mostly animated by the desire to get through, one way or another. 
On top of that, she had to push off the interview I had scheduled with her because, as the reader 





I focus on this day because, in the midst of all the extra responsibility that Liza was 
facing outside of the classroom, either at home, or in the building, she managed to use her fellow 
teacher’s (Enrique) plan and resources for class as the launching point for a 45-minute, 
unplanned discussion about the connection between racist rationale for U.S. intervention and the 
persistence of racist myth today. This conversation allowed students to speak directly to their 
own schooling experiences, and highlighted the assets of the class culture that Liza had 
facilitated, in which students had the freedom to speak on these experiences, but also the time. 
Liza laid the groundwork when, in guiding the students through Beveridge’s “March of 
the Flag,” she moved the lesson along by explicitly pointing out the racist subtext behind his 
message: 
(Liza reads out “March of the Flag”) What’s the vibe? What’s he doing in this 
speech?...So what do we call that this idea that it was America’s destiny to cover 
everything, especially white male Americans? Manifest…yeah manifest destiny. Are the 
people in the territories white, or are they people of color? Remember the cartoon. So, 
they’re brown. So he’s saying all these brown people, as well as children, can’t take care 
of themselves…So there is belief in white supremacy, there is this ideology. There is this 
belief in god given superiority. 
 
Having established the groundwork for exploring white supremacist motives in U.S. foreign 
policy, Liza moves onto a “popcorn” reading of a summary of the Philippine-American War (this 
artifact is attached as the second item in Appendix H, a summary borrowed from the American 
Social History Project). Liza then asks students to pair up for an activity to analyze political 
cartoons of the era. I have included one of these cartoons as the third item in Appendix H. It’s an 
1899 political cartoon from Puck depicting a benevolent U.S., symbolized by Uncle Sam, 
chiding new territorial acquisitions, represented by the children in the front row. Though the 
cartoon may be satirizing the American imperialist stance, the depiction of the children in the 




racism in the historical and present United States. I note the broad features of this conversation to 
highlight Liza’s response. First, her introduction to the cartoon.: 
So, what similarities do you notice between what’s going on here and what’s going on in 
Cuba? So, each pair is getting a different set of cartoons, so you can just do one and then 
put your names on it. We’re going to look at a couple examples on the overhead, and then 
you all can do it. We are looking at the first example and we can see it is already filled 
out for us. 
 
It is at this point that many of the students in the class directly engage the activity and set the 
course for the next 45 minutes of the class. Due to district limitations, I am unable to relay the 
specific words of the student participants. What I can say is that a cohort of Black, female 
students seized upon the image as an opportunity to speak explicitly about several aspects of 
historical present day racism. During the course of that conversation, they identified the image as 
explicitly racist, lamented the failure of their schooling up to that point to fully expose the 
country’s racist past, and spoke about the inability of some fellow white students to fully 
understand racism as a central feature of the country relative to their own insights.  
 But, the question remained of how Liza would handle these contributions from the 
students and how much time they would take up relative to the other goals of the lesson. Faced 
with a crossroads 45 minutes into a 90-minute class, she followed their lead, giving this 
conversation space to breathe. She filled in with references to other historical context, such as the 
prevalence of bogus race science, affirmed their stated dissonance with reflections on the gaps in 
her own schooling, and acknowledged the system’s failure to see their wisdom. These are direct 
quotes from Liza: 
But when we think about a system…you have to have a really strong belief system to go 
into a country, treat them like garbage..and you have to imagine a time period in history 






Racism is a whole system. And, this is the roots of it, like manifest destiny this whole 
system. And they really had a whole science around it, like measuring people’s 
heads…basically going to any length…so when it comes to the question of racism 
today…in what ways do we still live with the legacy of these beliefs? 
 
So yeah, basically I didn’t learn about the history of U.S. imperialism until I was in 
college. 
 
So why is it that you all who have so much knowledge about structural racism, is that 
knowledge validated by the school system? 
 
Liza was fresh off a near all-nighter with a sleepless baby, working from somebody else’s 
materials, with little experience relative to her teaching peers in navigating the boundary between 
the compulsory and the discretionary in the curriculum. And, what resulted is the most forthright, 
student-centered interrogation of the country’s racist past and present I had seen in my 
observations yet, calling on student experience and knowledge, and rooting that discussion in 
racist logics from more than a century before. The non-academic language she uses (“garbage”) 
to characterize American intervention in the Philippines might not make its way into an official 
historical chronicle of the war, but it is rooted in a reality of a policy of torture, concentration 
camps, and mass executions built on a perception of Filipinos as inhumane (Delmendo, 2004).  
Previous life and professional experiences animated a disposition to name and encounter 
white supremacy and racism in US history on the part of the teacher. That disposition facilitated 
the seizing of opportunity when student curiosity or naming of white supremacy and racism 
surfaced. Student recognition of a disconnect between the fallacies master narrative and the 
realities of racism and white supremacy in both the history and the present world around them 
reflected her own coming to terms with the same in their own life. At the end of the lesson, she 
was faced with the problem of what to do with the remainder of the activity which had gone by 
the wayside in favor of that discussion, but she didn’t express concern in the moment. On that 




gap between the course of history education as they had all previously experienced it and the 
racial reality of the nation’s past. 
It is likely that one factor that facilitated the most free and open conversation about the 
fallacies of school history as it relates to racism was the fact that the class was almost entirely 
composed of Black or Latinx students, with one white student who consistently verbalized 
agreement with the statements of others. In our closing group conversation, Liza talked about 
how her Standard classes with few white students talk more openly: 
We speak very freely in my American 2 classes about Trump, and then they’re like 
“there’s nobody in this room that likes him right?” And they check for each other. And 
they’re like “you have Trump supporters?” And I was like “yeah, you guys look around, 
look at the school” and they’re like “oh that must be Honors or something like that” or 
“that’s where the white kids are.” But, yeah, the kids are pretty self-aware. 
 
So, the experience of Liza in her American History 2 classes leaves open the question of how 
such a forthright conversation could take place in another setting. I don’t offer the case of this 
particular class period as a scalable model for practice stripped of its context. Rather, I suggest 
that Liza seized upon the student assets in the room to advance a historical and social discussion 
that better reflected the reality of student experiences. It is a moment in time that calls teachers 
and teacher educators to consider what factors constrain a teacher’s ability to take advantage of 





CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION 
Introduction 
This chapter proceeds in three parts. First, I will state and address how formal systems of 
teacher and curricular support, attached to taken-for-granted forms of knowledge production, 
struggle to respond to the historical and present conditions of white supremacy and racism. 
Second, I consider the implications of my study for teacher support, reviewing their place in 
relation to their schools, their own lives, and curriculum, and then offering not a prescriptive plan 
for teaching, but what I believe is a useful direction for pushing forward instruction that is more 
attentive to white supremacy and racism. I suggest that conversations around instruction, 
curriculum, and teacher support and education more intentionally consider the constituent pieces 
of white supremacy and racism, and root the deconstruction of harmful white myths in a time 
and place. Finally, I offer some thoughts about what an approach might look like in relation to a 
specific event and era. 
History Education’s Nationalist Problem 
The field of history education still bears the marks of early 20th century efforts to bind an 
evolving polity to the state through the socializing power of public schools. Just over 100 years 
ago, an interdisciplinary committee established the mission of the social studies on narrow, 
nationalist, white terms and that legacy persists (Busey & Walker, 2017; Evans, 2005; Fallace, 
2017; Nelson, 1994; Thornton, 2017). Teachers, students, and researchers have grappled with 
this explicitly nationalist inheritance for the last century. Other disciplines and the everyday 




Tobin, 1994, p. 454) brought the civilizing and socializing mission of the schools in through 
covert means. Social studies carried that aim in through the front door. All subjects in U.S. 
schools are to varying degrees a creation of overlapping national projects tied to a faith in 
progress (Brown & Au, 2014; King & Swartz, 2014; Labaree, 2010; Pinar & Bowers, 1992). 
However, as a discipline, social studies, and by extension history education, is uniquely attached 
to the social, economic, and political ideals of this country. These ideals are a component of 
national ideologies: beliefs that legitimize knowledge, wield power, and establish normative 
goals about the purpose and operation of the country (Apple, 2004; Omi &Winant, 2014; 
VanSledright, 2008).  
A direct confrontation with white supremacy and racism in the U.S. History collides 
head-on with the historically valued systems of knowledge in history education. Therefore, it is 
not surprising that some of the teachers would see any instructional or curricular direction that 
leans into an examination of racism as one undertaken in spite of these systems, not through 
them. Systems of knowledge production as it concerns the history of the United States have been 
and will continue to be overtly political processes. Standards, formal curriculum documents, 
textbooks, national and state tests, all reflect the will of state institutions on some level (An, 
2016; Cuenca & Hawkman, 2018; Hilburn & Journell, 2016). Because a confrontation with 
white supremacy demands a deep interrogation of the state’s historical and present attachment to 
white power, any teacher who wants to undertake that interrogation with students can’t wait for 
formal institutional scaffolds to lead out in front of their own efforts.  
What I saw and heard was teachers who accepted that most of the energy they would expend 
in facing white supremacy and racism would come absent overt, subject or discipline-specific 




unavoidable responsibilities of daily teaching life, a commitment work under and within the 
constrictions of contemporary schooling but a deep-rooted skepticism of the mission of U.S. 
history education as it is commonly conceived. They had grown accustomed to working largely 
outside of building and district-level systems of curriculum design when it came to enacting a 
practice that faced white supremacy and racism in the United States.   
In the case of each of these teachers, their negation of the traditional forms of knowledge 
and their leaning away from formal systems of teacher support were not retreats. They were an 
acknowledgment of an institutional reality. U.S. history education in particular is overtly 
attached to upholding the nation. But, centering the country’s racist foundation and the failure of 
both the government and the society to address its lingering presence is a poor fit for an 
authoritative apprenticeship in national loyalty (Alridge, 2006; Busey & Walker, 2017; 
Sabzalian, 2019). The story told on the walls of these teachers’ classrooms isn’t one of 
accommodation, of faithful citizens who dutifully accept given conceptions of national belonging 
to carry forward the vision of white founders. Likewise, it was clear to me that these three 
teachers weren’t animated by service to the state as it exists, even as they sometimes struggled to 
negotiate the boundary between their own vision and the entrenched norms of the course. 
Teachers as History Producers: A Consideration of Approaches 
One approach for exposing the racist evasions and interpretations of much of 
conventional history and that begins with a wide gaze at the factors that bear on the teacher’s 
production of classroom history, and working from there to map a new way forward. Such an 
approach asks a teacher at any stage to consider both the world around them and their own life to 
fill out a comprehensive picture of the place of systemic racism and the features of white power. 




reflective approach to school that is imperative not just for history teachers, but any educator. 
Furthermore, it best reflects the research approach I took in this study, building out from Sarah, 
Enrique, and Liza’s relation to their own past, their schools, and systems of knowledge to 
attempt to trace these relations in their instructional decisions. 
Beginning from that reflective and interrogative process, some common trends emerge 
but also variance among the three participants. Take, first, curriculum, what I refer to for the 
purposes of this study as the collection of objects that communicate a story of the United States. 
All were dismissive of the formal systems that construct knowledge, believing them to be not up 
to the task of leading a truly honest encounter with white supremacy and racism in the United 
States. For example, all navigated some space between apathy about the end of year test as an 
accurate reflection of student knowledge and some admission that they had to meet the 
knowledge demands laid out in that assessment. However, the finer grains of their relation to 
these systems varied. For example, Sarah did use district-sanctioned textbook as the basis for a 
survey review of history, while Enrique, and by extension Liza, hardly used them at all. 
Furthermore, Liza endorsed Enrique and Sarah’s assertive rejection of the standardized test, but 
as a first-year teacher she justifiably acknowledged some feelings of professional precarity as it 
related to that assessment.  
 As it concerned instruction and pedagogy, all three teachers self-identified on some level 
as apprenticing students in the process of critical thinking and the modes of socio-historical 
investigation. However, there was variance within that purpose. Sarah’s saturation of her class 
with competing historical texts was quite different from Enrique’s more minimalist approach to 
the presentation of texts alongside a few clearly articulated inquiry frameworks. Meanwhile, 




a consistent pedagogical scaffolding I witnessed a free space for powerful student lenses that 
affixed their gaze to the historical and present features of white myth.  
As it concerns a life history that informs their approach to the classroom, naturally all 
brought a unique set of experiences to bear that informed their approach to the course. I have 
noted a common theme of varying periods of dislocation from the South and an attachment to the 
region as a homeplace and a site of struggle. After that, the participants describe a set of complex 
factors that bear on their relation to racism and white supremacy that is highly individualized. In 
each case, most overtly clear in Enrique and Liza, their stories highlighted that essentialist, 
generalizing interpretations of ethno-racial identity don’t account for their experiences.   
As it concerned their relation to the organizational structure of their schools, again there 
were some similarities in that all expressed some degree of discretion under school and district 
administrations that were permissive, if not active, intentional supports as it concerned an 
instructional approach that would counter conventional history. All worked under school or 
district-mandated institutional arrangements like department and Professional Learning 
Community (PLC) structures, but the places of these systems in each teacher’s work varies. For 
example, Sarah, at Parrish Magnet, was under a directive by her administration to design student 
assessments with common features, while Enrique and Liza were under no such demand. 
I began this study considering all of the ways that educators can more intentionally 
consider these factors and produce a history in their classrooms that is more considerate of the 
nation’s white supremacist and racist past and present. Extended logically out to a process of pre-
service and in-service teacher support, that process finishes at what I refer to here as a “ 
historical site” which could be some event, some bounded time period, a history laid onto a 




approach asks a teacher at any stage to consider both the world around them and their own life to 
fill out a comprehensive picture of the place of systemic racism and the features of white power. 
Conveniently, this sequence is one that can be applied across disciplines, taking a dialogic and 
reflective approach to school that is imperative not just for history teachers, but any educator, 
eventually landing at a site of knowledge, and, if fortunate, other likewise committed colleagues 
and stakeholders. Furthermore, it best reflects the research approach I took in this study, building 
out from Sarah, Enrique, and Liza’s relation to their own past, their schools, and systems of 
knowledge to attempt to trace these relations in their instructional decisions.  
However, there’s a problem, one that was familiar to me as a teacher, but made even 
more plain by my position as an outsider to these three classrooms. An examination of self and 
context, while potentially powerful, is cut off at the knees by a production of history that has 
long preceded these processes on the part of teachers. An inspection of school ritual, a reflexive 
articulation of life experience, a critique of conventional knowledge forms, all of these take place 
after a universe of politicians, historians, texts, down through the centuries have had their say. 
Consider this sequence as represented here in Figure 1, where power disrupts the link between 











The forces of convention, its people and objects, an interlocking system of evasions, myths, and 
narratives that conceal white supremacy and racism, are rarely called to account for their 
production of knowledge as much as the teacher. Some of them are highly visible in standards, 
textbooks, the protestations of politicians who lament a supposed lurch to revisionism (Apple, 
2004; King & Swartz, 2014; VanSledright, 2008; Cuenca & Hawkman, 2019). Other systems of 
knowledge are less visible, apparitions, ghosts, that set the terms of the discourse, something 
Liza referred to as “imaginary” passed down through the years so that the origin point of one 
narrative, or one event’s place in the dominant discourse is difficult to trace. Trouillot (1995), in 
his reflections on the place of power in the production of history, noted how the process of 
creating a new or different narrative is a fight.: 
As sources fill the available landscape with their facts, they reduce the room available to 
other facts. Even if we imagine the landscape to be ever expandable, the rule of 
interdependence implies that new facts cannot emerge in a vacuum. They will have to 
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Applied to the specific production of U.S. History in the public school classroom, it was clear 
that these teachers continue to face a field of facts and interpretations built on a problematic, but 
sturdy system of formal curriculum structures and taken-for-granteds about the narrative arc of 
the country. 
Those who want to undertake a more honest investigation of white supremacy and 
racism, not just these teachers but community members, scholars, journalists, activists, lack the 
space to do so because at the moment they lack power, relative to those who advance a study of 
the nation’s history in concert with both a chronicle and a hope of progress. So, where does all 
that inspection, that reflection, that interrogation if, armed with such insight, they enter the 
classroom to find powerful forces already present? Where is it that teachers, and likewise the 
sources, the voices, living and dead, that have fought to expose white supremacy and racism, can 
take power? Trouillot (1995) writes that the production of history, here more specifically referred 
to as the “archive” is active, and he leaves space for a conception of the history teacher as an 
active agent in that process: 
The institutions that organize facts and sources and condition the possibility of existence 
of historical statements. Archives assemble. Their assembly work is not limited to a more 
or less passive act of collecting. Rather it is an active act of production that prepares facts 
for historical intelligibility…It includes not only the libraries or depositories sponsored 
by states and foundations, but less visible institutions that also sort sources to organize 
facts, according to themes or periods, into documents to be used and monuments to be 
explored (p.52).  
 
The question, then, is how to take power, and doing so requires more than broad assault on the 
norms of schooling and the systems of knowledge at once, borne out of a reflexive approach to 
one’s own life and professional experiences. In the three classrooms, it became clear that any 




invited to the production of history only at the final stages. I was asking them to pour their lives 
and their observations into what little space conventional history had left for them to work with.  
So, what would be a practical and generative way for those who support teachers across 
their unique settings, across their experiences, to take on white supremacy and racism in U.S. 
history education? Here I include teacher educators, scholars who have taken up issues of white 
supremacy and racism, community members, and also the teachers themselves who in my study 
had clearly formed systems to reach beyond their own doors to support each other. What I 
suggest is that to substantively forward a meaningful treatment of white supremacy and racism 
begin a fight for power at the historical site, and negotiate demands from the institution of 
schooling from that place. Though I began this study with the teacher’s context at the forefront, 
conceiving them as working in to the stuff of history from their relation to the norms and 
processes of their setting, my time with them reinvigorated a belief that working from teacher 
relations to the historical sites of white supremacy and racism, then out to their setting, is more 
promising. I have conceptualized such a process in figure 2, which repositions the historical site 
at the initial stages of historical production, and at that stage elbows out the systems that 
















The triumphalist myths of conventional U.S. History, “history business” (King & Swartz, 
2014) cuts in pieces, its marking of time across units and chapters and quaint labels that gloss 
over the country’s hypocrisies. It must be cut down in each of those places, some marked by the 
boundaries of time, and some marked by geography. These constituent parts interlock to 
construct a progressive, largely white vision of the United States. As it concerns those of us who 
sit at some distance from the unique communities of each classroom, marking some temporal 
and geographic boundaries facilitates deeper, meaningful, bold attacks on convention. When the 
teachers in this study did overtly address white supremacy and racism in their classes in ways 
that engaged their students, these moments were launched by attention to a moment, an image, a 
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person.  I saw teachers meeting students there most powerfully and these students take up these 
sites to work out to meaningful insight about the place of these sites in the country and in their 
own lives. Likewise, those presented with the opportunity to work with teachers should meet 
teachers at the historical sites that pull back the veil on white supremacy and racism’s 
machinations. Furthermore, I heard from these teachers that their attachments to trans-
disciplinary equity approaches within the district had grown thin.  
An approach that begins at the historical site attends more specifically to the nature of 
systemic racism in a way that is attentive to the subject and disciplinary needs of these teachers 
who have chosen to take up history as a focus. It facilitates a revision of curriculum, instruction, 
and assessment that carries an analysis of white supremacy and racism from curriculum to 
instruction to assessment, not just the inclusion of a lesson here and there among a main current 
of taken-for-granted history. And, it gives pre-service and in-service teachers a place to begin, 
acknowledging that many teachers are unable, and certainly some are unwilling, to conceive of a 
radical overhaul of their courses as they proceed from the first day to the last. Targeted focus on 
the operation of white supremacy rooted in a place or time establishes some set of coherent 
boundaries, a common ground for many stakeholders, including students, but also enlisting 
critical historians, sociologists, economists and others who have forwarded the truth about 
persistent racism in the United States, and of course teachers and teacher educators. 
Marking some boundaries does not close off an analysis of white supremacy and racism’s 
operation across time and space. Rather, I am pessimistic about open theoretical warfare with the 
institution of schooling and the United States government on its terms, without some boundary 
marking and some attainable goals for enactment within the teacher’s field of vision. As 




“Allowing the possibility of complex interactions between component parts is crucial to 
define mechanisms of emergence, but this possibility disappears if its parts are fused into 
a seamless web.” 
 
A teacher’s challenges are often so immediate, as I was reminded in the past year. The wide 
variance of institutional processes that waylay a mission frustrate instruction built around a 
central, cohesive claim. What I propose is that pre-service and in-service teachers undertake a 
series of interrogations with the imperative to move to action based on these interrogations. 
These involve an interrogation of the institutional systems, the ecosystem of knowledge that 
includes both formal objects in texts, standards, and tests, and the valorized narratives that 
predominate, the alternative sources of information and knowledge that may be available, and 
the actual history itself. However, it is vital that these interrogations are marked by practical, 
meaningful, attainable moves to action, not just a disposition to do so. I am not proposing 
concession, but rather some boundary marking that calls, teachers and teacher educators to hold 
themselves accountable for enactment in each school setting. 
If a U.S. history teacher takes on taken-for-granted knowledge in their classes, they take 
on white supremacy as a multi-formed entity that may be vulnerable to attack in pieces, such as 
through debunking of white, Christian histories or renewed critiques about didactic instruction. 
But, history education’s attachment to the idea of American progress and the success of the state 
is so deeply rooted that its socializing and civilizing mission is not existentially threatened and 
likely never will be ahead of real threats to the American state itself. The sharpened aim of  
confrontation bounded by temporal and geographic markers is both ambitious and practical. 
Furthermore, it is more suited to face up to a country whose current political establishment more 




Confronting White Supremacy and Racism in a Place and Time 
When I gathered the teachers together for one final conversation, the possibilities of an 
approach to racist systems in the United States bounded by manageable parameters revealed, 
itself, but also the challenges teachers face in building out from such approaches. In that 
conversation, I asked the teachers whether local regional, or national events had impacted their 
approach to the class, and each of them mentioned that the nearby evacuation of hundreds of 
mostly Black residents from a public housing complex due to carbon monoxide poisoning caught 
the attention of teachers and students alike. In turn, each relayed varying degrees of student 
attachment to that event, depending on the class section, with some periods generating extensive 
dialogue among each other and others skipping by it. Overall, it was clear that the event captured 
a tension. First, the teachers’ desire to respond to local events, and in this case one that uniquely 
captured the endemic racial and class stratification in their city. But, embedding the event within 
the structure of the class was contingent, not an aspect of the course deemed compulsory by the 
teachers, and certainly not by the systems of curriculum and instruction over their heads. Liza 
spoke clearly to the struggle of fully taking up this community event within the structure of the 
class in a way that facilitated student engagement of structural inequities.: 
It makes me realize how poorly prepared I am to pivot to something current. Like, what is 
the best approach and what do I want to portray. Like, if I have suddenly a canned food 
drive, obviously that’s helpful. They also received donations, and then I have other 
questions like am I teaching them about the structural failures and the question about 
public housing or “be a good citizen and help out in times of need.” There’s also this 
constant feeling of just being behind…not having my shit together from the actual lesson, 
let alone pivoting on a dime because something happened on the news, let alone 
something as local and impactful as that happening. 
 
Liza references a sense of feeling that her own responsibility to learn the history, prepare for 
class, and stay on some kind of timeline crowds out opportunities to respond to the evolving 




inspect each unit and revise here approach she told me “not this year, but I feel like it's a longer 
term project.” Sarah said: 
Part of it is like as much as you want to draw these really exciting topics, part of it is just 
waiting for those ones that just align or that you have the capacity for. And, I didn’t really 
have the capacity to talk about [that event] in any other way that wasn’t a sidebar 
conversation that was engaging...But, where we have been more successful talking about 
white supremacy is very local in terms of our school. 
 
While Liza couched her inability to fully respond to the local event among her many 
responsibilities as a first-year teacher, Sarah’s echoing of Liza’s sentiments make clear that time 
and experience alone don’t build capacity to respond to local and contemporary manifestations 
of systemic racism in the history classroom.  Among other elements of the course and other 
teacher demands on time that constrain their ability to map out a more intentional approach to an 
event like that, student time to consider it as a social and economic event borne from the 
community’s segregationist history was highly varied.  
What would embedding this event into instruction that located that event as part of a 
national legacy of systemic racism look like? I am able to consider it more deeply with the 
benefit of time and fewer demands on my time. Poking around for resources, I was able to locate 
a digital map that allows the user to zero in on neighborhoods “redlined” by the federal 
Homeowners Loan Corporation from the 1930 to the 1950s, a process that explicitly denied 
available public loans to Black homeowners and accelerated divestment from predominantly 
Black communities, and entrenched housing segregation across the United States to the benefit 
of white communities and banks dominated by white people. Thanks to Mapping Inequality, a 
digital project result from the collaboration of researchers at four mid-Atlantic universities, I was 
able to locate the HOLC maps that noted predominantly Black communities in Parrish County 




current location of the public housing complex from which predominantly Black residents were 
evacuated sits squarely in the middle of a formerly redlined neighborhood, described by the 
HOLC as “a formerly good white residential street but negroes are gradually taking up the area” 
and that the “infiltration of Negro population was slowly increasing” (Mapping Inequality, n.d.).  
So, the possibility to embed a local event to a long history of institutional racism exists. 
Furthermore, the geographic link between the unhealthy public housing conditions and the 
evacuation of Black residents during the school year and the roots of housing segregation offers 
the opportunity to wrest power from a race-neutral story of government relief. Currently, in 
conventional history, the Homeowners Loan Corporation sits as as one among many of the 
“alphabet soup” of New Deal-era government creations, presented as one among many acronyms 
that students must recall to piece together a story of bureaucratic benevolence. The racist 
approach of the Homeowners Loan Corporation belies that narrative, and there’s a clear local, 
geographic connection between their practices and the current geography of the city.  
I have chronicled many of the things that would get in the way of pausing and taking the 
time to sit with that connection. However, beginning with such histories in mind, and then 
working out to consider how instruction, assessment, the institution, bends around that 
commitment begins to move a narrative of white supremacy and racism from the contingent to 
the compulsory.  I am compelled to consider what instruction looks like when space for 
instruction like that is protected more fiercely and more intentionally negotiated relative to other 
aspects of the curriculum. Such instruction is both more responsive to student lives and as 
another benefit so much more in accordance with the stated commitments of the teachers than so 




While the example above points to curriculum and instruction rooted in a place-based 
investigation of white supremacy and racism’s past and present, as I have noted teachers need 
support in re-orienting approaches to a given time, or era. I think that the turn of the 20th century 
time period that two of the teachers, Enrique and Liza, were working through when I visited their 
class offers a particularly rich frame for addressing white supremacy and racism and launching a 
direct attack on nationalist common-sense.  It is during that time that curriculum and standards 
patch together a loosely correlated web of themes to organize the period from then to World War 
I. It is a crucial time in the legal and extra-legal entrenchment of white supremacy following the 
supposed progress of Southern Reconstruction (DuBois, 2007; Kendi, 2017, Painter, 2010). But, 
the era is conventionally marked by a vague patchwork of themes that foreground themes of 
American idealism: Industrial progress, Western expansion, Progressive reform, and dawn of a 
culturally pluralist polity through increased immigration. De-racialized references to culture, 
progress, reform and social problems signify the American experience in the main as white. 
These themes carry across standards and curriculum. As an example, witness the periodization of 
the era between two different textbook publishers, both of which cover over endemic racism and 
injustice to forge a totalizing narrative of uplift9.: 
  
 
9 I analyzed these textbooks, along with several others, for a paper presentation at the 2018 
American Educational Studies Association Conference: The Fragments and the Whole of 








Prentice-Hall: U.S. History10 
 
Chapter 13: The Triumph of Industry 
Chapter 14: Immigration and Urbanization 
Chapter 15: The South and the West 
Transformed 
 
Chapter 16: The Issues of the Gilded Age 
Chapter 17: The Progressive Era 
Holt McDougal: The Americans11 
 
Chapter 13: Changes on the Western Frontier 
Chapter 14: A New Industrial Age 
Chapter 15: Immigrants and Urbanization 
Chapter 16: Life at the Turn of the 20th 
Century 
Chapter 17: The Progressive Era 
During the course of my work for this research study I read two books that, for me, 
exposed the gaping holes in conventional school history’s approach to this time period. One was 
Colson whitehead’s Nickel Boys, a fictionalized account of the experience of young Black men 
who suffered under the state of Florida’s racist approach to juvenile reform. Though that book’s 
plotline carries through most of the 20th century, it began early in the 1900s, and chronicles the 
racist, violent incarceration of young Black men under the patriarchal guise of progressive 
reform. I also read Saidiya Hartman’s Wayward Lives, Beautiful Experiments: Intimate Histories 
of Social Upheaval, which tells a vastly different story of the era, principally tearing down white 
conceptions of urban reform that dominate history textbooks, through the eyes of Black women 
in the turn of the century American city.  
I note these two texts not as a direct jumping off point into an array of alternative 
curriculum resources for teachers, though I have shared some of them with teachers.  It is a hope 
 
10 Lapansky-Werner, A.J., Roberts, R., Levy, P.B., & Taylor, A. (2010). United States History 
(revised edition). Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice-Hall. 
11 Danzer, G.A., Klor de Alva, J.J., Krieger, L.S., Wilson, L.E. & Woloch, N. (2010). The 





for further animating educators’ intellectual curiosity within the domain of history education, 
along lines that counter a worn, structured narrative that stifles. I offer these texts because they 
affirmed for me the urgent need to deconstruct shimmering, hopeful pictures of the nation that 
belie hard truths. In this case, these texts offered a direct counterstory to the way that reform is 
presented in conventional curriculum, which is a canonized picture of American reform: white 
leaders of settlement houses addressing the persistent problems of urban life, journalists and 
reformers charitably taking up the case of child laborers. Rather, students and teachers could first 
approach reform from its racialized rationale and outcomes. Such an approach would take up not 
just the overt forms of racial violence, such as the practice of lynching, but so many aspects that 
receive less attention and underpin continued systemic racism such as convict leasing, race-based 





CHAPTER 6: CONCLUSION 
Limitations and Future Research 
My recommendation for strengthening teacher relationships to the historical substance of 
white supremacy and racism’s operation extends into my consideration of future research and an 
acknowledgment of the limitations of this study. My time with these teachers was generative in 
learning about their lives, their schools, their processes for navigating the tension between their 
purpose and the restrictions of schooling. However, these conversations, and my ability to 
provide space for substantive reflection on their class grew gradually with time, in small ways, 
but would have been improved by a shared sense of place as it concerned the actual production 
of history. That is, some kind of place-making, and boundary marking, around our time together 
within the vast expanse of white supremacy and racism’s influence, as well as the structure of 
their school life.  
The practical limits of our relation to each other, therefore, points to both a limit of this 
study and a different way for me to think about teacher education and teacher support. I did 
establish some common ground across the teachers in terms of their district and the fact that they 
all taught the required U.S. History course. I believe that my future research and work with 
teachers should focus more tightly on what I have previously referred to in this chapter as 
“historical sites,” a landing place bounded by geography or time that pushes the process of 
reflection and dialogue and analysis deeper into enactment. Some of the empirical literature I 
have leaned on in this dissertation has done just that, focusing on an event or a person to draw 




my time with these teachers, and my methods, have made clear that doing so while holding onto 
a research methodology that accounts for the unique institutional conditions of a school setting is 
key. Additionally, I think it is vital that this research continues in required courses within the 
Standard Course of Study, so as to ensure that critical approaches aren’t just farmed off to 
electives not always available to all students regardless of prior academic history. 
Furthermore, though I witnessed powerful student moments in the classroom, and 
interactions among students and between students and teachers that generated useful insight for 
me as a teacher educator, I am unable to share them in this study due to justified protection of the 
students. Future research should include these student perspectives, and I think bringing them 
and their teachers together to assess the varied interpretations of the classroom experience would 
be a powerful exercise. 
Extending research on the place of racism and white supremacy in US history classes 
beyond standards texts and other objects of curriculum into classroom enactment is messy, 
precarious, but necessary work. Because a direct confrontation with the legacy of white 
supremacy and racism is not directly built into systems of teacher observation, evaluation, or 
curriculum coordination it means that institutionally and systemically this work is often on the 
margins or the sidelines (Salazar, 2018). Therefore, the precarious relation of teacher to 
researcher and my tenuous position with these teachers is in part a function of the place of white 
supremacy and racism in schooling. Work in this direction takes place with, at best, official 
sanction, but not much more. Often it takes place without even that. These are hurdles to face 




Implications for Teacher Education 
As a former social studies teacher and career educator, the last few years have been a 
challenging time as I take on a new professional identity as a teacher educator and researcher and 
face the reality that I will no longer be a true insider to the daily experience of teaching. I faced 
that stark reality directly as it quickly became clear that beyond the institutional mechanisms of 
both the district and the university, teachers were protective of their labor, their students, their 
time, and their classrooms. I never perceived these defenses and insecurities. Rather, I had no 
financial compensation to offer them, and amongst the myriad systems of oversight and 
accountability, from administrator observations to professional development experiences, they 
simply expressed caution. Each of the three participants in this study agreed to weeks of 
observation and interviews only after I sat with each of them, with the recorder off, to express 
my goals for the project and listen to their stories. 
 While educator preparation programs (EPPs) maintain a formal relationship with their 
per-service teachers for the duration of their enrollment, maintenance of that relationship once a 
teacher has formally entered the profession are typically minimal. Furthermore, a university’s 
relationship to in-service teachers is contingent on physical proximity and the presence of a pre-
existing relationship between the teacher and the university. Many schools of education, 
including mine, undertake efforts to engage in outreach, collaboration, and professional 
development to maintain or develop relationships with in-service teachers. But, these efforts 
typically involve a small percentage of in-service teachers and exist outside of the formal and 
often compulsory systems of teacher development and evaluation (cite).  
 Therefore, I entered into this arrangement with teachers with no formal attachment to the 




authority as granted by my university. This is quite a different arrangement than a teacher 
educator’s relationship with a pre-service teacher, where as much as a teacher educator may seek 
to engage in the process of teacher learning as an ally or confidant, that relationship sits under a 
system of grades, evaluation, and accountability in which the teacher educator holds the power to 
determine whether the pre-service teacher will proceed.  
 The difficult work of negotiating access to these classrooms forced me to confront my 
new outsider identity and accept that as one more pair of eyes in their classroom I could not 
completely avoid a position of surveillance. These teachers operate under a system of the 
evaluation an observation that rates them from developing to distinguished partly informed by 
student performance on an end of course tests and partly informed by administrative 
observations and broader performance review (NCDPI, n.d.). The official systems of evaluation 
and district-sanctioned professional development provide unclear professional returns to the 
teachers. Many teachers, justifiably, approach these systems with suspicion or apathy. On top of 
that, they work under a broader state policy environment in which teacher compensation over the 
last decade has fallen relative to regional and national salaries over the last decade (NC Public 
School Forum, 2019). North Carolina educators working relationship with the state is 
contentious, and the way forward is unknown. At the time of this writing, the state government 
had not even approved a budget that provides a plan for teacher compensation for the coming 
years, though one was supposed to be in place well before the start of this school year. 
 These teachers did not seek and do not need a redundant system of evaluation or 
accountability to offer summary judgment on their practice. That is not to say that teachers 
would not or do not benefit from systems that offer honest and critical feedback. In the best cases 




Short of that, those systems are formalized, at least offering some return to the teachers in the 
form of future job security, or rarely, a small financial reward. Neither of those conditions is 
present in this study. Additionally, any recommendation for practice I make to teachers is 
secondary to the improvement of labor conditions and an increase in compensation that would 
ease a teacher’s ability to reflect on their own practice and enact their commitments.  
Where does all this leave me as a teacher educator? Throughout this program and in my 
teaching career, I have believed in a reflective practice focused on inspection of self and context 
ad a background for a critical approach to history. I still believe in that, but I was nonetheless left 
troubled, in a productive way, by a focus on those processes. These teachers were engaging in 
these inspections and reflections, but still running into non-negotiable professional 
responsibilities and a nationalist system of knowledge goals passed down through the decades, 
leaving student encounters with white supremacy and racism precarious and contingent, far from 
guaranteed, actively constrained by the norms of not just curriculum, but the practical reality of 
daily school life.  A reflective practice is important, but it doesn’t inherently grant power to 
teachers, and it doesn’t necessarily grant power to the community members, scholars, activists 
and others who are attempting to reveal the deeper nature of the U.S.’s racist attachments.  
For example, a pre-service teacher might engage in all kinds of reflections of self and 
inspections of norms, but shows up on the job and find that powerful forces of convention have 
constructed barriers that won’t be overcome with just a look in the mirror. Strategic thinking 
about how to take power from harmful, reductive history is required. That implies that teachers 
have to ask, not just what to include, but what has to go? A teacher’s time with students is finite, 
and this process is going to require some hard choices about what has been up to this point taken-




can face the U.S. legacy of white supremacy and racism? But, they don’t inherently have the 
power, capital, time, or resources to enact the answers to those questions.  
 I’m still working through the ethics of my position as a teacher educator in the classroom 
but a few things have become clear to me. Any demand on teachers to be more responsive, 
honest, and caring with students is inseparable from labor issues. I see teachers scratching and 
clawing for something better for their students and they and their families pay a hefty price in 
return. Professional educators invested in growing for themselves and their students should not 
have to choose between that and their own families, their sanity, or their health. Yet, this is the 
choice these teachers often face. Nonetheless, I believe it is vital to continue to negotiate access 
to classroom spaces so the teacher educators, current teachers and prospective teachers may have 
a fuller picture of both the possibilities of confronting harmful and racist narratives and an honest 
accounting of the systems that constrain that work. Any recommendation for practice I make to 
teachers is secondary to the improvement of labor conditions and an increase in compensation 
that would ease a teacher’s ability to reflect on their own practice and enact their commitments.  
 I offer the above in the context of this dissertation because I believe it directly bears on 
the position of me as a researcher and author. I have extracted their time and their labor and 
service of this project so that their experiences may benefit their current and prospective 
colleagues. I have offered them no material compensation. My position does not preclude me 
from engaging and honest relation with them as a fellow educator and pushing them to be 
reflective and critical of their own practice. I came to these teachers with my hands out, offering 
no material compensation and in no official capacity to demand their participation. I offered 
them reflective conversation any instructional feedback if they so desired and I hope that their 




I am wary of offering summary judgment of their practice on these pages and any reader looking 
for a neat and clean thumbs-up or thumbs down review of their instructional decisions will be 
disappointed.  
The research process has raised important questions for me as a teacher educator. How 
can I continue to push social studies research beyond an analysis of texts, standards, and objects 
of curriculum so that readers have a fuller picture of the messy and complex nature of daily 
classroom practice? How do I account for my strengths and limitations as a former teacher and 
current outsider now out from under the labor conditions that impact teacher work and life? 
What are my ethical responsibilities to the students in these classrooms? What are the limitations 
of my own personal experience, and how may I help teachers capitalize on their own lives, 
positions, and commitments to confronting white supremacy and racism that honors their 
expertise? These questions reflect a tension between the urgent research need to understand 
teacher life and a policy environment that squeezes them. That process of reflection for me 
requires some boundary setting in my work with teachers, so that I avoid totalizing judgments of 
teachers that may be hurtful, harmful, and counterproductive.  It also requires some risk-taking 
so that my commitment to students in K-12 schools remains. 
As a teacher educator, this research hardens my resolve to work with pre-service and in-
service teachers more tightly focused on the constituent pieces of white supremacy and racism. 
This country’s current circumstance under the pandemic is a reminder that every natural threat to 
the safety of this country’s people sits over a long racial project. Imagine history education that 
makes that case to students not just in response to crisis, but through a history that surfaces 
unjust outcomes in the Mississippi  flood of 1927, the Chicago heat wave of 1995, or Hurricane 




students a neatly packaged tale of progress. Those are just some examples, but the sites of white 
supremacy and racism’s operation, and resistance to those forces, are powerful places to meet 
teachers for both research purposes, support.  And, it’s a promising place to challenge those 
entering the profession to begin to create and fight for something other than the white story of 
American progress that separates students from engaging with the reality of the country’s past, 
and a classroom more responsive to white supremacy’s operation as it continues to unfold in the 
present. 
Finally, teacher education must assert the value of teacher knowledge rooted in direct 
experiences with white supremacy and racism. Mills (2007) noted that Black people have been 
forced to become “lay anthropologists (p.17)” whose inspection of white supremacy is a matter 
of survival, not an academic exercise. Empirical and theoretical literature in the social studies has 
backed a conception of Black, Latinx, Indigenous, and Asian American teachers who call on 
their assets to advance substantively different conceptions of the nation and citizens than 
conventional curriculum and standards (An, 2016; Castro & Salinas, 2015; Rodríguez, 2018; 
Sabzalian, 2019; Vickery, 2017). Teacher education programs, in their recruitment, admission, 
and promotion of teacher candidates, must more intentionally build on assets, seek them, and 
reward them among the host of less critical markers of effectiveness. In a predominantly white 
teaching field, this demands that the particular insight of those who have lived and worked daily 
with the persistent oppressions of these systems, and who are under-represented in schools 
relative to the student population, are more valued than they are currently for these experiences. I 
teach, research, and write, first, from my life. All three teachers in this study built a practice in 
their classroom that originated from their own experiences, and I want educators to continue to 




limit my ability to witness the full scope of white supremacy and racism’s operation, and that I 
do not stand as a living example of survival, resistance, and thriving despite these systems. 
Students need more of these examples in their classrooms, and furthermore pre-service teachers 
need the same from more social studies teacher educators, a field that is also significantly whiter 
than the K-12 student population (Busey & Waters, 2016). 
Teaching About White Supremacy and Racism in 2020 and Beyond 
In the last few years, a highly visible coalition between the interests of the current U.S. 
presidential administration and avowed white supremacists has made plain the costs of turning 
away from the nation’s deep attachment to racism. The government and hate groups have forged 
that coalition on the one hand with a stable of advisers and government officials who animate 
white fear as a strategy to secure political support. The result is both policy and rhetoric from the 
highest office that extends beyond ignorance of oppression and injustice into policy and rhetoric 
that openly embraces long-standing white interests (Thomas, 2017). I note this political 
environment because the more open and public-facing nature of racist discourse over the past 
years has elevated the conversation about white supremacy in the United States. Violent displays 
of white supremacy in recent years in places like Charleston, El Paso, and Charlottesville are 
violent, painful reminders of the fallacy of the national post-racial myth. So, this study has taken 
place amidst, for better and for worse, a renewed focus on white nationalism. 
There is a more promising trend running parallel to the current season of public white 
supremacist resurgence. Notable recent projects in the media and education that have gained 
national attention signal the willingness on the part of many to take up an intentional 
conversation about the place of systemic racism in national history. One example is the New 




together historians to recast the narrative of the United States as a country more principally 
grounded in the institution of slavery and white racist project then the philosophical ideal of the 
white founders, many of them enslavers, who wrote the Declaration of Independence in 1776 
(Hannah-Jones, 2020). Another example is the popular curriculum organization Teaching 
Tolerance, affiliated with the Southern poverty Law Center, and its Teaching Hard History 
project. This large-scale effort reviewed the place of the institution of slavery in teacher believes 
and curriculum materials and in student consciousness. Additionally, under the direction of Dr. 
Hassan Kwame Jeffreys they continue to record a series of podcasts that primarily focuses on a 
more honest and full accounting of American slavery (SPLC, 2019). Earlier this year, popular 
education journalist and author Dana Goldstein published a review of American History 
textbooks that exposed the influence of political ideology from one state to another directly 
impacts the content of these books in regards to racism, sexism, approaches to economic justice, 
and other key themes (Goldstein, 2020). In February of 2020, the national morning television 
news show “CBS This Morning” ran a feature that covered the wide variance in U.S. history 
approaches across the 50 states, with special attention to the tendency to avoid the truth of racism 
(CBS, 2020). 
The re-orienting of the country’s relation to its racist past continues into efforts to impact 
national memory through physical monuments and film. One prominent example would be the 
Equal Justice Initaitive’s (EJI) National Memorial for Peace and Justice in Montgomery, 
Alabama, intended to expose visitors to a national legacy of violent racist lynching, binding that 
history to the country’s present racist oppressions. Among many TV and film treatments of 




and superhero universe around the white racial project as a quest for power and more specifically 
the place of the 1921 Tulsa Race Massacre as a key plotline.  
The process of crafting a new past more attentive to less promising American 
inheritances has been underway in various forms for decades (Brown & Au, 2014; Pinar & 
Bowers, 1992). Its contemporary curricular forms can be found extensively in new digital spaces 
that focus more sharply on both white supremacy and the Black experience under a violent white 
order. Some examples include the Equal Justice Initiative’s interactive maps, videos, and lesson 
plans and Facing History and Ourselves recently developed Unit Plans, texts and videos (Equal 
Justice Initiative, n.d.; Facing History and Ourselves, n.d.). Relative to the textbook and digital 
curriculums referenced earlier, these resources direct teachers to devote significant class time 
and energy to the interrogation of white violence and supremacy.  
The above are just a few examples of efforts with both regional and national reach that 
have done more than simply taken up the process of historical inclusion but presented new 
conceptions of national history that challenge master narratives. It is important to commend these 
efforts but also note two realities. First, the problems of progress narrative rooted in a white 
theoretical foundation have been exposed within existing scholarship on history education, as I 
have noted. Therefore, the media projects I note above represent the existence of wider public 
audience for this direction beyond the field, not necessarily a radically new conception of how 
history can be taught. Second, while these efforts do respond to the resurgence of white 
nationalism and appear on the surface as a response to the present moment, they describe 
historical, social, and educational realities that are not just of the moment. white supremacy and 
racism, while animated by the current president and an emboldened community of white 




rather than forces to deal with well after the president is gone, would be a mistake. Even if the 
media and other components of popular culture turn their attention elsewhere, U.S. history 
teachers will still be faced with a problem that preceded Trump’s election and will continue after 
he is gone: the tendency for schooling to evade hard truths about white supremacy and racism 
through a daunting collection of myths, theories, standards, texts, and tests. 
In 2020, there is a different political and cultural national environment than the one I 
taught under from 2001-2015. That is not to say that the cultural and political struggle between 
violent, systemic racism and the forces countering it was not prevalent before, but that now the 
public prominence of white nationalist extremism and a political strategy clearly rooted in 
animating white racist fear has altered the environment beyond the classroom. Instruction that  
considers a legacy of racist U.S. oppression now follows on what appears to be a more prominent 
national conversation in media and popular culture, though Black, Indigenous, Latinx, Asian 
American scholars, artists, and activists have been advancing the need to confront this legacy for 
far longer. It would follow that some teachers might have more latitude and support from 
administrations and districts who may have before conceived of the confrontation of white 
supremacy and racism as a side project, or an explicitly partisan indoctrination. Now, the brazen 
nature of white supremacy’s violent and political operation might seem to give teachers more 
latitude. Such a direction would be responsive to the violent events and racist policies of the 
current environment, but also capitalize on the increasingly public availability of media, texts, 
and other institutional efforts that fix their gaze directly at systemic racism. However, this is far 
from guaranteed in s system of schooling that has repeatedly failed to fully capitalize on 




What I found in these classrooms was that despite the increasingly prominent contest for 
the national psyche on matters of race outside the classroom, these teachers were still faced with 
familiar hurdles as it concerned facing white supremacy and racism on their side of the door. 
Despite the playing out of racial animus and resistance beyond the classroom door in a way that 
felt somehow of a time, the challenges of these teachers to enact a practice that centered it in 
their classes felt troublingly familiar. This signifies that simply supposing that increased national 
attention to these issues will magically reflect in the instruction of K-12 students would be a 
mistake. If a U.S. history teacher chooses to work through the content, theory that advances the 
truth about white racial animus in the face of patriotic these that foreclose such practices, they 









Contact and collaboration with district 




Professional development session at district 
site focused on the place of white supremacy 
and racism in U.S. History instruction. Study 
information distributed to teachers. 
 
September-November, 2019: Recruitment 
 
Ongoing teacher recruitment: Reaching out to 
individual teachers by e-mail, followed by 
individual in-person meetings to discuss the 
study and clarify teacher and researcher role. 
 
September, 2019 – January, 2020: In the field. 
 
-Initial semi-structed interview with each 
teacher 
-Two weeks of classroom observation (six 
weeks total across the cases). 
-On-going instructional debrief during 
planning periods. 
-Collection of instructional materials. 
 






APPENDIX B: CLASSROOM OBSERVATION PROTOCOL 
 
First 5 minutes 
 
1. Describe the physical layout of the classroom: 
2. What are the goals for the lesson today? 
3. What are other aspects of the classroom environment worth noting, such as: 
a. Mood/stance of the teacher 
b. Classroom mood (level of conversation, initial interactions with each other or 
teacher 
c. Other physical aspects of the classroom (things written on the board, other 
physical objects) 
d. School, community, or national events that may be impacting the environment. 
 
During the lesson 
 
Description of the lesson (Describe the procession of the lesson, in practical terms, noting 
transitions, student activities, and teacher actions): 
 
Category 1a: Declarative statements posed to entire class: 
 
Category 1b: Declarative statements posed to individual students or groups of students: 
 
Category 2a: Questions posed to entire class: 
 




Category 1: Resources used by the teacher alone (example: slides displayed to students): 
 
Category 2: Resources distributed by teacher to students (example: handout): 
 
Category 3: Resources used by students, not distributed by teacher (example: primary source 









2. What resources used by students particularly stand out? 





APPENDIX C: INITIAL INTERVIEQ QUESTIONS 
 
Initial Interview Questions: Sarah 
Personal and School Context 
1. Share as much as you are comfortable sharing about how you self-identify, as it concerns 
gender and race. For example, I identify as a straight, white, male. 
 
2. Describe your experience as a teacher. How do you get into this profession? How long 
have you been teaching? What other roles do you occupy in the school? 
 
3. How would you describe your role as a teacher? 
 
4. Describe your school context for me.  
 
5. Describe the community around the school. 
Beliefs About white Supremacy, Racism, and National History 
 
6. How would you describe the history of race relations in the South and the place of…: 
 
a. African-Americans in the United States, historically? 
b. white people in the United States, historically? 
 
7. What is your personal relationship to white supremacy and racism in the United States? 
What can you share about your own life, your upbringing, your education, your social and 
professional life, that shapes your beliefs about white supremacy and racism? 
 
Teaching and Learning About white Supremacy and Racism 
8. In your own schooling, what was the place of white supremacy and racism? Did you learn 
about it in classes or elsewhere? How? 
 
9. Describe your typical process for designing lessons. 
 
10. Describe your typical process for selecting resources and curriculum. 
 
11. How do the standards and texts handed to you teach aboutwhite supremacy and racism? 
Do you feel like they do a good job with these topics? Why or why not? 
 
12. Think of one particular lesson that deals with the topic of white supremacy and racism. 





a. Why did you choose this topic? 
b. Why did you choose this instructional approach? 
c. What has been your experience of teaching this lesson? 
 
13. What purpose do you think historical themes and events serve in schools? In society at 
large? In your lessons? 
 
Initial Interview Questions: Enrique and Liza 
 
Personal and School Context 
 
1. Share as much as you are comfortable sharing about how you self-identify, as it concerns 
gender and race. 
 
2. Describe your experience as a teacher. How do you get into this profession? How long 
have you been teaching? What other roles do you occupy in the school? 
 
3. Describe your school context for me. This may include student demographics, the school’s 
reputation to insiders and outsiders, and anything else you feel is important in providing a 
picture of the school. 
 




5.  What texts and curriculum do you use? How do you select them? 
 
6. How do you assess students? What is your grading and assessment philosophy? 
 
7. What are the systems of teacher evaluation in your setting? What do observations look 
like? What about the tests? 
 
8. What is your teaching style? Has it changed? What are students typically doing in your 
class? 
 
9. What are you reading? What have you been reading? What kind of professional 
development do you undertake? 
 
 
Approach to history education, white supremacy, and racism 
 
10. What is the purpose of history education? 
 





12. What role should the themes of white supremacy and racism play in U.S. history classes? 
 





APPENDIX D: FRAMEWORK FOR DIALOGUE WITH TEACHERS IN THE FIELD 
 
1. What’s going well for you in the classroom so far this week? 
2. What has been your greatest challenge this week?  
3. Think of one interaction with one of your students that stands out from this week. What 
about this interaction makes it memorable for you? 
4. To the extent that you are willing to share, is there anything in your professional or 
personal life that is impacting your teaching, either constructively or negatively? 
5. Are there are any national, regional, or local events that have impacted your teaching or  





APPENDIX E: QUESTIONS FOR GROUP CONVERSATION: JANUARY, 2020 
 
1. Think of one class or lesson that you can share with the group that stands out from 
this semester. This may be a lesson that went particularly well, generated meaningful 
conversation, or highlighted the challenges of teaching about white supremacy and 
racism. Why have you chosen this lesson? What stands out about the experience of 
teaching this lesson? 
2. Are there are any particular national, regional, or local events from this Fall that have 
impacted your teaching or thinking about U.S. History and the place of white 
supremacy and racism? 
3. Have your plans for teaching about white supremacy and racism in your class 
changed at all in the past 6 months? 
4. What are you looking forward to about the next semester? What challenges do you 
foresee? 
5. What era, theme, topic, or person gets you excited about the prospect of teaching U.S. 
History? Likewise, what theme, topic, or era generates feelings of apathy. Why? 




“Master narrative is defined as the social mythologies that mute, erase, and neutralize 
features of racial struggle in ways that reinforce ideologies of white supremacy.”- Ashley 
Woodson, 2017 
 
“During my years as a high school history teacher, in the early 1990s, I observed the 
extent to which history textbooks often presented simplistic, one-dimensional 
interpretations of American history within a heroic and celebratory master narrative. 
The ideas and representations in textbooks presented a teleological progression from 
“great men” to “great events,” usually focusing on an idealistic evolution towards 
American democracy.” – Derrick Alridge, 2006. 
 
• Do you believe master narrative is still a powerful force in U.S. history classrooms 
today? Why or why not?  
• 7. What helps you to move away from, confront, or establish alternatives to master 
narratives in your classroom? 





• 9. All 3 of you have mentioned a strong connection to the South and a commitment to 
living and working here. Can you articulate your relationship to the South in this group 
and how it impacts your teaching? 
• 10. Finally: Imagine an outsider to your classroom, someone reading my research who is 
looking for an accurate depiction of the challenges you face and the successes of your 





APPENDIX F: INSTRUCTIONAL ARTIFACTS FROM SARAH’S CLASS 
 



























APPENDIX G: INSTRUCTIONAL ARTIFACTS FROM ENRIQUE’S CLASS 
 


































APPENDIX H: INSTRUCTIONAL ARTIFACTS FROM LIZA’S CLASS 
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